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My Name is Rik Hoekstra. I work at the Huygens Institute for the History of 
the Netherlands, an Institute of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and 
Sciences.
This presentation is about the changes in the editing policies of Resolutions of 
the States General. The resolutions are an important and perhaps even unique 
collection of documents. 
Why unique: The States General was the supreme ruling council of the United 
Dutch provinces from 1576-1796. That is just about as long as the United 
States have now exited as a nation. It would be hard to think of another 
government that was in place for such a long time in essentially an unaltered 
institutional form and that left a such a consistent trail of its decisions, because 
it was ruled by a council and not by a head of state. 
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The resolutions of the States General are its recorded decisions. They are 
collected in hundreds of chronological volumes with hundreds of thousands of 
pages full of decisions. For historians, the resolutions are a key resource for 
the early modern history of the Netherlands and Europe in general. They 
contain information about the practice of government and governance that 
touched upon most other aspects of life: 
War and peace, economics and trade, and social and cultural life in the 
Republic and many, many other subjects. 

Seen as a whole, it also enables scholars to track historical changes in styles of 
government, but also of attitude over shorter and also much longer periods of 
time. The importance of the resource is nothing new. Already in the nineteenth 
century Dutch historians were calling attention to the Resolutions as a vital 
source for the history of the Netherlands. At the time it was not well 
accessible.
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The Institute has been the resolutions in the century of its existence, starting 
with the early years. In this century there have been important changes in the 
editorial decisions. And we are facing perhaps the most important change now 
that we want to make a digital edition of the remaining resolutions, covering 
the period from 1631 to 1796.  All the choices in editions can ultimately be 
reduced to an issue of selection. 
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But first, let me give an overview of all existing editions:
There is an edition from 1576 to 1625 in 21 printed volumes. It consists of 
what we call 
the Old Series. 14 volumes, published from about 1910 to the 1970’s. It covers 
the period from 1575 - 1609
the New Series of 7 volumes published from the 1970-1990’s covering the 
period 1610-1625.
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All printed volumes have now been digitized. 
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But the paper editing was too time consuming and too slow. In this pace the 
last resolutions would only be printed more than a century and a half from 
now. And this would make the editing process at least as long as it took to 
produce the resolutions. So after much discussion the Huygens ING started 
digital editing twenty years ago. The resolutions from 1626 to 1630 were 
published using a combination of xml documents with resolution summaries 
and a database for entities. This was still too slow.
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In the last few years we have explored the possibilities to publish the rest of 
the resolutions and make them available to researchers more quickly. An 
edition would have to be digital and manual transcription and indexing of the 
text is no longer feasible if we do not want to end up for another century and a 
half.

What are the challenges:
The source material has two forms. In the 16th and 17th centuries there are just 
handwritten originals, with a register per volume. 
From 1703 there was also a printed edition, also with a register.  
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Making an edition, printed or digital has many aspects. Looking back on a 
century of editing the dilemmas we are facing all have to do with selection and 
priorities and this was nothing new. 
I have come up with a model with nine layers in the preparation of an edition. 
They all involve making choices. The first choice is what layers to include at 
all, followed by what to include in the layer.  
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To understand the choices the editors are faced with in this particular case, it is 
important to get an idea of the structure of the resolutions. The structure was 
consistent during the whole period and it is important for many of the steps. I 
will show it on a sample seventeenth-century handwritten page from the 
resolution volumes.
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It also returns in the 18th century printed volumes. 
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All resolutions were ordered by council sessions, that took place on a daily 
basis. The sessions are indicated by the date. They all had a list of attendants 
of the representatives that made up the council. Resolutions are visually 
separated by spaces. All resolutions have a short indication of their subject that 
go into the margin, called marginalia. The resolutions were both a record of 
the decisions of the States General and its memory. The council indicated in 
whether a resolution ended in a decision or was postponed waiting for advice, 
further investigations or negotiations. When the same or a related topic came 
back before the council, the secretary looked up its history in the records. He 
was also responsible for the recording of the resolutions. Ida Nijenhuis has 
used the term ‘formal rhetoric’ for the words signaling the status of the 
decision making process in a resolution. 

In the printed editions the first priority was the information. In the Old Series 
the editors made a selection of the resolutions, transcribed them and ordered 
them by subject. Subjects included foreign policy, war, finances, central 
government, etc.

They made the resolutions further accessible by back of book indexes on 
persons, geographical names, ship names and subjects. This was of course 
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necessary because searching books was not possible. 

The New Series editors judged this to be old fashioned, both leaving out a number of 
resolutions and breaking the chronology. So they made a chronological edition of all 
resolutions. For reasons of space, it was decided to make summaries, not 
transcriptions. There are also references to the vast archive of the States General, that 
contain all the papers discussed in the council. The ordering by subject was at first 
indicated in the margin, but later left altogether. There were still the same back of 
book indexes.

The 1626-1630 digital edition is in retrospect a hybrid between the printed and a true 
digital edition. All resolutions are still included in summary. People, geographical and 
ship names are marked in the xml and made accessible in structured form. For people, 
there is a database in which names are normalized and aliases and functions are 
added. No subject index was added, because they were to be replaced by digital full 
text search possibilities

With respect to all existing editions, a few important point regarding the different 
layers of selection should be noted:
None of the editions contains all layers

First, none of them included digital images of the resolutions. In the printed editions 
this would not have been feasible, for reasons of space. In the digital edition it would 
have been possible.

Second, none of the editions is a full-text edition of the resolutions. Only the Old 
Series contains transcriptions of selected resolutions.
There is no consistent way of making subjects accessible
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For the new digital edition all aspects were to be reconsidered. It includes all 
layers. Transcribing by hand by specialists was out of the question. It should 
be either replaced by crowd transcriptions or digital text recognition, or a 
combination. The basis of a digital edition would be the digital images of the 
resolutions. 

Even this seemingly straightforward layer is not without selection problems. I 
will elaborate a bit as they illustrate the intricacies of the process. The 
selection of the series of resolutions is a bit hairy, as there are several series of 
resolutions. There is a draft version and a definitive version. The definitive 
versions was the official one, but for some periods the only available indexes 
refer to the draft versions. For the eighteenth century there is also a printed 
version that was distributed, but it contains less annotations than the 
manuscript version. In addition, there are secret resolutions that were never 
distributed, and therefore not included in the printed volumes. But obviously, 
they do contain important information. 

We have done quite a bit of work to investigate the many digital humanities 
methodologies and strategies. I can only scratch the surface of all these facets 
in this presentation, but I will try and answer any further questions. The 
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process can be subdivided into different steps:
- Digitization of sources
- Text transcription
- Enriching digital text and/or the images with entities (dates, people, institutions, 
geographical names, ships and subjects)
- Use the entities and existing metadata and indexes to put them into a common 
framework 

The first step for a digital edition is of course digitizing the whole corpus. We have an 
agreement with the Dutch National Archives to scan all resolutions. The surviving 
volumes of resolutions are in a good physical condition and the writing is generally 
clear for the period. There are also small parts of the collection that have been 
damaged by water. The printed volumes are less of a problem as they were printed in 
many copies.

An image-only representation of the corpus is not sufficient for researchers. If 
possible at least a transcription of the text of the resolutions is necessary for text 
searching and for further elaboration. The eighteenth-century printed volumes may be 
converted using OCR. Experiences with earlier large-scale OCR projects for 18th

century Dutch books give us hope that OCR-ing the printed texts will yield good 
results. 
Until recently, recognizing handwritten text was not really feasible. We have done two 
experiments using text recognition. 
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The first used the Groningen based Monk software and the second 
Transkribus, that was a result of the EU funded Transcriptorium project, with 
its base at the University of Innsbruck.
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Transkribus yielded most promising results. In the optimal case it yielded a 
sixty percent correct recognition of words. This would have been 
unconceivably high previously.
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Further explorations will have to show whether this rate may still be optimized 
and whether it is enough for the next step: text enhancements and enrichments.
We have tried to enhance and structure the resolution texts to make them better 
accessible for indexing and retrieval. For this, we used a sample of hand-
transcribed eighteenth century resolution materials containing 100 pages and 
336 resolutions. 

Success rates are almost 99% for text blocks such the resolutions and also the 
session announcement containing the date and the list of attendants. 

Simple dates and the language could be recognized reliably and the 
representatives in the list of attendants could all be identified and assigned the 
provinces they represented. 

Using the criteria of the formal rhetoric, it was furthermore possible to 
recognize whether a resolution ended in a decision or not. More complex cases 
require more work. It also remains open how well these techniques work on 
texts that were obtained by OCR or handwriting recognition.
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The last step we investigated is the construction of a framework of entities and 
structured data of persons, geographical entities and subjects. By this, I mean 
the aggregated whole of indexes and other metadata that have been assigned in 
the course of time. It includes the indexes of the printed volumes. The main 
problem is that there is no index or type of metadata that is available for the 
whole corpus for the whole period. To name the most important 

- Marginalia were always added to the resolutions, but they are very short and 
only available in the handwritten copies, not in the 18th century printed copies. 
Of course, they would still have to be transcribed

- The indexes for previous editions contain many identified persons and 
geographical names

- Contemporary secretaries responsible for the resolutions and informing the 
council, used a system of keywords or headings called respecten that was in 
use for a long time

These may be used as building blocks for a framework of meaning for the 
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whole corpus. This is still a work in progress for which no definitive conclusions may 
be presented.

There is still a lot of work to be done, but the combination of both classic heuristics, 
the reuse of existing materials and new possibilities of the digital humanities promises 
a new future for an important key resource in Dutch history, that will enable 
researchers to start using it.
The consequences of changes in the editing process of a series as large as the 
resolutions of the States General may be important. The decision of the first 
generation of editors of editing a selection of the resolutions, is now generally seen as 
a mistake because it broke the structure of the original resource. Also, trying to 
impose their own frame of reference in the form of subjects is now frowned upon and 
in retrospect is old fashioned too. Full-text editions are not really feasible unless we 
can transcribe by computer. The possibilities for digital annotation are important, but 
usually also fairly low level. 

It is not so easy to replace this with a new framework of subjects, because what should 
this be based on. The contemporary respecten may contribute much to such a 
framework, but obviously this also reflects the pre-occupations of the makers, the 
secretaries of the States General. However, their mindset pervades the whole corpus of 
decisions and should be taken into consideration anyway.
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As a final conclusion, I would like to stress once again that in creating an 
edition there are many moments in which priorities influence the selection of 
possibilities. They all contribute to and influence the final result. 
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