
1. INTRODUCTION - BIOGRAPHICAL DATA 
 
In your research you will come across people that need to be identified and 
located in their networks. As for most of the traditional Dutch biographical 
reference works, they have been digitally accumulated in the Biographical Portal 
(Biografisch Portaal),  which is the online Who-is-Who for Dutch history. See 
http://www.biografischportaal.nl/ 
And do a query on any well known person from Dutch Golden Age history, e.g. 
burgemeester and diplomat Dirck Bas, the artist Gerard de Lairesse, the theatre 
director Jan Vos, or the famous girl in Rembrandt’s drawing below, Saskia van 
Uylenburgh. 

 
 
On a more detailed level, however, most regional archives in the Netherlands 
have realized impressive biographical data systems that operate on the basis of 
several types of contemporary 17th C. civil registrations as kept and digitized in 
their archives. In addition to the better known persons that have been described 
in the above mentioned Biografisch Portaal, the regional archives’ indexed data 
systems allow identification of ordinary and historically lesser known people. 
The City Archives of Amsterdam is a prime example, offering access to the people 
of the the past though user friendly digital indexes for several types of civil 
registrations. The persons index starting point is: 
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons 
 
The data system for Amsterdammers of the early-modern period compiles a 
multitude of different archive collections such as 
 

1. Begraaf Registers (Burial Records) 
2. Confessie Boeken (Criminal Records) 
3. Doop Registers (Baptism Records) 
4. Ondertrouw Registers (Matrimony Records) 
5. Poorters Boeken (migrants becoming burgers Registers) 
6. Notariële Akten (Notarial Records)  

http://www.biografischportaal.nl/
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons


 
Currently, the Notarial Records collection (no. 6) is being digitized and indexed 
in a huge project called Alle Amsterdamse Akten 
(http://alleamsterdamseakten.nl). 
 
Covering the Amsterdam’s civil registrations from the late 16th to the 20th 
century, the scanned and indexed biographical sections of the City Archives 
connect both the city’s renowned inhabitants and any other persons from 
Amsterdam’s past population. 
 
EXERCISE –searching persons 
 
Go to the persons index entry point of the Amsterdam Stadsarchief: 
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons 
 

Try some random name queries, or find a well-known Amsterdammer, 
perhaps Saskia van Uijlenborgh, wife of Rembrandt van Rijn.  

 
Search tips:  

- use name spelling variants 
- try name search including the unspecified letter ‘*’. 

 
Try to find all three civil procedure documents related to the Danish migrant girl 
called Elsje Christiaense (anno 1664). 

 
What is the archive collection holding the three Elsje Christiaense 
documents? 

 
 
 
ECARTICO 
For biographical or social research, these civil registration systems are indispensible sources of 
information. They fuel new digital research projects based on linked data. The Huygens 
Institute’s ECARTICO website, for example, aims at connecting different biographical data sets in 
order to trace and visualize networks in A’dam’s creative industries. You may find your favorite 
painter or artisan in a social network on http://www.vondel.humanities.uva.nl/ecartico/ 

 
 

http://alleamsterdamseakten.nl/
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons
http://www.vondel.humanities.uva.nl/ecartico/


2. EXERCISE 2: Close Reading the Amsterdam Burial Records 
 

Use the Stadsarchief persons indexes (https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons) to 

search for the burial record of Saskia van Uylenburgh. The source scan shows two pages 

from the Begraafregisters or Burial Records of the Amsterdam Nieuwe Kerk, anno 1642, 

date May 24 (scan is also included on following page of this file, or with direct link here: 

https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/deeds/1c8afe9e-898f-4574-9876-db11626bf7bd). 

The Burial Records are relatively easy to use, as they contain information units that are 

largely standardized. This exercise focuses on close reading and information distribution 

in the document type. 

 

Concentrate on the left side of the document and complete the blanks as given in the 

transcript below. 

 

Anno 1642 den 24 Maij 

 

24  een kindt van Abraham Brinckman komt  

uut de bamtemestraet en [1.       ] op 

hoochkoor 

24  een kindt van aldert duijf  

komt [2.                  ] 

27  een kindt [3.                        ] lubs komt       

 vande [4.                            ] 

27  een [5.                                                 ]  komt      

 [6.         ] de rydderstraet 

 

 

 

Exercise 2 Close reading 

Complete the blanks for the transcript of the document’s rightside 

 

Anno 1642. Den 4. Junij 

 

4  Anna Broers huijsvrou van Franck van  

der does komt vande Kaijsersgracht en  

leijt opt hooge [1.                                      ] 

5.  Jan Karelsen Roosee komt vande niwen  

Dijck [2.                    ] in de Jonge Pau 

6  Aelten Jans [3.                           ] Abram Kornelis     

 sen komt [4.                 ] de heijligenwegh poort vandaen 

6  Aelten Jans [3.                           ] Abram Kornelis     

 sen komt [4.                 ] de heijligenwegh poort vandaen 

6.  Arent Jansen komt bijt neergaen van 

Sintonis Sluijs vandaen en is twee uren 

beluijt [5.   ] 

https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons
https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/deeds/1c8afe9e-898f-4574-9876-db11626bf7bd


7. Een kint van Flip Fransen komt vande      

 ouwesijts [7.    ]    

10.  Marreten Axes komt uijt de [8.                                   ]     

 vandaen … J.D. 

11.  Vrouten [9.                       ] komt vande Heeremart      

 vandaen   J.D. 

11.  Stinten Jans [10.                 ] Lou Bruijnen komt      

 van Rapenborg en is een uer beluijt met       

 de groote klock sij seggen een houte waelder 

11.  een kint van [11.                                   ] komt      

 vande Turfmarckt [12.                    ] 

12.  Niklaes Soowier komt vande [13.                            ]     

 vandaen en [14.                 ] opt hooge koor 

14.  een kint van [15.                                           

                                                            ] 

17.  Maria [16.                                          ] komt vande Heeregracht    

 vandaen JD 

17.  Een kint van Baltes de [17.                      ] komt vande    

 Heeregraft vandaen 

19.  Sasjen [18                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                            ] 

 

END of TRANSCRIPT 

 

Exercise 3 Analytical Approach 

What are the regular Burial Costs for Grown Ups, and for Children. Why are Burial Costs 

not equal for all adults?  

 

Exercise 4 Information distribution 

Make a list of information units that can be harvested as biographical data from 

Amsterdam Burial Records. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On following pages: digital copies of Burial Records Nieuwe Kerk, d.d. 24 mei 1642 



©Stadsarchief Amsterdam A04147000016



3. Exercise: Close Reading in Amsterdam’s Criminal Records 
 
The Amsterdam Confessie Boeken (Confession Books) hold minutes of court 
hearings of criminals (gevangenen) before the Amsterdam City Council 
(schepenen). Such confessions were used by the jury to come to the verdict, 
ranging from innocence to imprisonment, bann, physical torture and even death 
penalty.  
 
The Amsterdam Confessie Boeken are searchable through the persons index of 
the Amsterdam City Archives: https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons 
Use the filter: Bron (source) = Confessieboeken 
 
The criminal records are great sources for social history. They tell a lot about the 
history of crime and about the perpetrators involved. The criminals in the books 
range from mostly lower class Amsterdam men and women to immigrants and 
passing birds. Types of crimes range from small thefts, begging, fighting and 
drunkenness, prostitution (hoererij) to sexual harassments and even murder.  
 

 
 
Rembrandt van Rijn Elsje Christiaanse Hanging on a Gibbet (Metropolitan) 
  

https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons


EXERCISE: Close Reading of the confessions of Elsje Christiaanse, convicted 
for murder 
 
Let us have a look at one of the most dramatic crimes in the history of 17th C. 
Amsterdam. It is the case of the young migrant girl Elsje Christiaanse from 
Jutland, Denmark, who was convicted to death by strangling in 1664 because, as 
she openly confessed to the court, she had killed the innkeeper in a fight. Elsje 
was publicly strangled and hanged on the gibbet with the corpus delicti next to 
her at the execution place of Volewijk, across the river Y. Her execution had a 
huge impact on society. On the spot, Rembrandt made some dramatic drawings 
of the horrible scene. 
 
Use the Amsterdam Stadsarchief Persons Indexes 
(https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons) to look up the documents for 
Elsje Christiaanse in the Confessie Boeken. Scans are also given at the end of this 
document. 
 
Exercise 1: Analytical reading 

a) What are the dates of the three consecutive court hearings 
b) What information does the first hearing provide about Elsje’s age and 

identity? 
c) True or not: the mutilated corpse of the victim was shown during the 

second hearing? 
d) In the third hearing, does Elsje confess she stole money from the victim’s 

pockets? 
 
Exercise 2: Close reading: 
Make a full transcript of the first day’s hearing, based on the digital copies given 
below. Text starts at first page bottom, right side 
 
TRANSCRIPT 
 
Elsje Christiaanse van … ______________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________ segt dat de man van de vrou is afgeloopen 14 dagen geleden. 
 

https://archief.amsterdam/indexen/persons


Actum 28 april 1664 praesentib[us] den heeren Schout, Burg, Blaeu, 
Van Loon, Capelle, Spiegel en Bronchorst Schepenen 
 
On following pages digital copies of Court hearings of Elsje Christiaanse 
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4. Elsje Christiaanse - the Verdict 
 
Based on the hearings as documented in the Confessie Boeken, the jury came to a 
most gruesome verdict. You may want to read how and why Elsje Christiaanse 
was sentenced to death.  
 
Exercise: Close Reading 
Concentrate on the verdict text as written down in the original verdict of the 
Justitieboeken, or Books of Justice, dated 1664 apr. 4-1667 apr. 21. A scan is given 
below. Complete the transcript. 
 

 
 
Op ’t schavot aan een paal geworgt te werden, 
datter [1.  ] nae volcht, ende met deselve 
[2. ] daar sij de [3. ] mede ter dood [4.  ]  
[5.  ] eenige slagen door den scherprechter 
[6.   ] geslagen, haar lichaam 
Gebracht aende Voolewijck, ende gestelt 
[7.        ] 
om vande locht ende ’t gevogelt verteert te 
[8.  ], met confiscatie van goederen. 
 
Actum den 1en Maij 1664 praes[entibus] de Heer Schout Dr. Gerard Schaap, Hr. 
van Cortenhoeff ende Mr. Hendrick Hooft Burgemeesteren ende allen den 
Schepenen D. Schaep 



 
Exercise: close comparing 
 
The final verdict, although it was not a part of the hearings, can also be found in 
the Confessie boeken, added to the record of Elsje’s final hearing, entry date May 
1, 1664. Here, the verdict is written in the margin: 
https://archief.amsterdam/inventarissen/scans/5061/1.25.19/start/0/limit/1
0/highlight/1. See on scan page nr. 85, in left margine. 
 
The verdict version in the margin of the Confessie boeken is a copy passage from 
the original Justitieboeken. It shows that even close copies of early modern texts, 
and handwritings in particular, may differ in spelling and syntax.  
 
Compare the verdict’s text in the Justitieboeken to the copied version in the 
margin of the Confessieboeken. What differences in spelling or syntax do you see? 
 
Justitieboeken Confessieboeken 
aan een paal  
nae volcht  
daar sij de Vrouw mede ter dood heeft 
gebracht 

 

Voolewijck  
boven haar hooft  
verteert te werden  
  
 
 
 
 
Scan of the verdict’s copied version in the Confessieboeken on next page 

https://archief.amsterdam/inventarissen/scans/5061/1.25.19/start/0/limit/10/highlight/1
https://archief.amsterdam/inventarissen/scans/5061/1.25.19/start/0/limit/10/highlight/1




	
  
	
  
	
  
In	
  a	
  contemporary	
  drawing,	
  Rembrandt’s	
  pupil	
  Anthonie	
  van	
  Borssom	
  also	
  depicted	
  
Elsje	
  Christiaense	
  in	
  a	
  gruesome	
  panorama	
  of	
  convicted	
  persons	
  on	
  Amsterdam’s	
  
execution	
  field	
  across	
  the	
  river	
  Y,	
  named	
  Volewijk	
  -­‐	
  see	
  the	
  corpus	
  delicti	
  as	
  her	
  
‘attribute’	
  (1664,	
  Rijksmuseum).	
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