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Facing Urban Elites in late medieval Leiden 

HANNO BRAND, DÉSIRÉE SCHIPPER 

1. Introduction 

The study of which this paper is a reflection focuses on the elite of 
late medieval Leiden. This study' s aim is to indicate what means and methods 
were used by memhers of the urban elite to obtain a dominant position in one 
or more social sectors. The starting points of the study will he elaborated in 
section 2. In order to trace the characteristics of the political, social and 
economic elite, it is necessary to systematically compile data about the 
individual memhers of these groups: the prosopographical method (section 3). 
Our application of the computer in conducting this study included the use of 
four programs : WordPerfect and FYI3000 plus for word processing (see 
section 4.1), dBase for filing and processing of data (see section 4.2) and 
PROLOG for reccrd linkage (see section 4.3). 

2. Starting points 

The historical study of urban elites in the Northem Netherlands 
remained restricted to politics until far into the twentieth century. However, 
the increasing interest in economic and social phenomena, demography and 
faIilily history in the sixties and seventies opened many new perspectives. The 
insight into the position of the urban ruling class has increased as more 
attention has focused on the prosperity of the urban top-Iayer, its subsequent 
status and interaction with other social groups. Social mobility, involvement 
with urban trade and industry, education and demographic influences have 
proved to he equally important. It appeared that the composition of the 
political elite could change under the pressure of economically or socially 
prominent burgesses. Consequently, more attention has been devoted to social 
stratification within the urban top layer and the necessity of ranking the 
various subgroups. The fact that, within the top layer, different groups 
dominated the various urban sectors enabled historians to base their research 
on the concept of elites, as developed in sociology.1 

1 ROORDA (1983). The most explicit for the period 1700-1780 in DE JONG (1985), PRAK 
(1985) and KOOIJMANS (1985). For an evaluation of these studies see NOORDAM (1987). For the 
Middle Ages see BLOCKMANS (1983) 44-45, 58. And for an overview of sociological concepts 
see PARRY (1986) 30-49, 58-76. BOTIOMORE (1965) 1-51. 
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An elite, in its most general sense, can be characterized as a social 
category of which the members excel in a certain, though arbitrary, skiH; for 
example, successful entrepreneurs or professions requiring a university degree. 
Within society it is possible for more than one elite group to exist. Generally 
speaking, the concept of elites is used only for functional groups. This means 
that usually activities are classified which, for some reason, have a high 
status.2 It is however essential that power, wealth and status are not neces
sarily in the hands of one single elite.3 Parry notes that in every single case it 
is necessary to determine the extent to which separate elite groups existed. It 
appeared from the studies about the urban elite in Leiden, Gouda and Hoorn 
between 1700 and 18004 that the situation very much varied, even in a 
relatively small area. 

However, it cannot be doubted that those involved in political 
decision- making functioned at a higher level than other elite groups. This is 
not only because they have legislative power and various means of coercion 
at their disposal, but also because this position of power makes it possible for 
them to separate themselves from the rest of society and make their position 
even more important.5 However, the consequent use of the concept elite as a 
functional or specialized group implies that only those who really have the 
means to exercise authority can be indicated as a political elite. The socio
logist, Nadel, acknowledges the superiority of the political rolers, but also 
points out the necessary interaction between the political elite and other elite 
groupS.6 Since the rolers wanted to maintain their positions of power, they 
had to take into account other interest groups who fulfilled a key role in the 
towns. 

3. Sources and methods 

Questions concerning the structure of groups, their mutual interaction, 
the level of continuity and superiority or inferiority to others can only be 
answered when the necessary information about the members has been 
collected. 7 The prosopographical method is a useful means of acquiring this 
kind of information. Af ter all, information about descent, marriage, relatives, 
career, relationships, property, and political and economic interests does 

2 BOITOMORE (1965) 7-8. NADEL (1956) 428. 
3 PARRY (1986) 30-32; 65-71. 
4 See the studies by DE JONG (1985), KoolJMANS (1985) and PRAK (1985). 
5 PARRY (1986) 32-33. 
6 NADEL (1956) 428. 
7 BULST (1986) 9. 
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provide a basis on which to place an individual in society. All kinds of 
correlations and differences can be found with the aid of this infonnation, 
thus enabling us to obtain a clear picture of hov: certain groups functioned in 
those daYS.8 However, certain conditions indicating the direction of the 
prosopographical study have to be made in advance, in view of the content of 
the material to be collected and the labour-intensive nature of the method. 
Since the medievalist will, by definition, be limited by the paucity of sources, 
he must try to determine how the fragmented infonnation is representative for 
the groups or institutes he will eventually deal with. BuIst and Stone feel that 
collecting separate information should always be done from the point of view 
of the common background of the individuals concerned.9 By definition, a 
study into the functioning of elite groups complies with this restriction since 
gathering collective features which characterize these elite groups is the main 
aim. lo 

The distinction between political, social and economic characteristics 
is of ten the starting point for historians involved in research on social 
stratification, a subject which will also be discussed here. The focal question 
is, therefore, more or less the same. Not only should similarities of a number 
of individuals be determined and grouped together, attention should also focus 
on differences since they can lead to other categories. 11 The following 
criteria should be exarnined: 
1. political: important political functions in the town, the county and the 

whole of Burgundia-Habsburg dominions 
2. economic: status of capital, exploitation of landownership inside and 

outside town, professional activities 
3. social: descent, relations, prestige, residence inside or outside town, 

marriage within and out of one's own social circle, social mobility, 
positions within the church or institutions of charity, fraternities and 
(semi)-religious societies, and education. 

Given the great variety in the subjects suitable for the research, many 
sources should be consulted. The most important ones are fiscal lists, alder
men's acts, magistrate lists, wills, acts regarding administration of justice, 
guardianships and transfers of property and possessions, city accounts, 
statutes, resolutions of the city council, memorial books, marital conditions, 

8 ROORDA (1979) and (1983) 134-135. BEECH (1976) 151-154. BUIST (1986) 5-9. 
9 BULST (1986) 3-4, 10 quotes Stone's definition: 'Prosopography is the investigation of the 

common background characteristics of a group of actor-s by means of a collective study of their 
Jives '. 

10 NADEL (1956) 421-422. 
11 SUCHER VAN BATH (1971) 151-152. 
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matricules, acts concerning transportation of feudal property, and appointment 
registers of officers of the sovereign.12 Since it is impossible in practice to 
submit every individu al to thorough research, we have chosen to reconstruct 
lists of resolutions of the city council, noblemen, administrators of social and 
religious institutions, fraternities and leading figures in the economy, who are 
present in the sources as the 'rijkdom' (the rich) of the city and who also 
appear in tax lists. It can he assumed that these lists would make it possible 
to determine which people were part of the various elite groups, thus painting 
a picture of the extent to which these three sectors, political, economic and 
social, are separate and to which they overlap. Then, we will examine how 
social differences were established. 

Since the family is very important, genealogical research is a logical 
starting point. This kind of research is not only very time-consuming but also 
involve various obstacles. For one thing, the inconsistency in names is a 
tricky problem. Researchers are misled, not only by the very limited amount 
of different surnames or the lack of family names, but also by regular use of 
the mother's name particularly by younger sons or daughters. In addition, 
there are vast amounts of material to work through to obtain a reliable picture 
of descent and relationships - all the more so because the object of the study 
includes not only the nuclear family but also collateral relatives. Af ter all, 
kinship influenced the course of life and career of the individu al persons.13 It 
will he difficult to identify all individuals with certainty and situate them in a 
family or other social context. 

The synthesis is the weakest point of the prosopographical method. 
Even if the information compiled is compared to indicate various similarities 
and differences, this does not mean that all sorts of phenomena are suffi
ciently explained by it. It is especially difficult for the prosopographer to 
discover the background of certain processes and the ways in which people 
and groups try to achieve a dominant position. This shoncoming can only he 
overcome by doing research into the privileges cenain groups were given, 
electional systems, economic systems and the economic climate, the way 
institutions work, mentality, influence of pany struggles, or administrative 
reforms. It is also essential for this type of research that the historian tries to 
fill the gaps by turning to related disciplines. 14 

12 For recommendations, see BLOCKMANS (1983) 44-45, 58; BEECH (1976) 166-167; VAN 
UITVEN (1967). 

13 BEECH (1976) 160-162. 
14 BEECH (1976) 154-155. 
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4. Prosopography and computerization 

The computer is an important tooI with such a labour-intensive kind 
of research as prosopography, which not only requires the processing of large 
amounts of material, but also many profound analyses. The method of filing 
the material should make it easy to link that material with the appropriate 
individu al. In addition, the computer should make it possible to store a large 
amount of information in an orderly way and manipulate this information effi
ciently, which in turn would make it possible to obtain more information from 
the same set of data. ls Finally, the software should be user-friendly so as to 
enable historians or people interested who are not farniliar with the computer 
access to the information. Nowadays, people try to file databases and other 
files, once they have been coHected and processed, in central locations to 
make them accessible to other peoplel6

• 

Four programs are used in this study that are suited to the overall 
needs and objectives; WordPerfect 5.1, FYI3000plus, dBase III+ and a 
program for semi-automatic record linkage written in the computer language 
PROLOG. 

4.1 Text files 

Text files are processed with WordPerfect. They deal with charters 
and acts, which are filed for future arrangement and processing in either 
calendar form or in the fuH original spelling. 

Although WordPerfect has search functions and arrangement options, 
the size of the files limits quick processing and analyses. Therefore, the 
FYI3000plus program, developed in the United States, has been chosen for 
further processing. As far as we know, the program has only been used so far 
by historians of the university of Maine. The program enables the user to 

15 VAN DER VOORT (1988) 37. 
16 See DoORN (1988). In this connection, the Medieval and Early Modem Databank 

(MEMDB) should be mentioned, situated at Rutgers University in New Brunswick. On the 
initiative of Rudy BeU and Martha HoweU, a network of online data archives is currently being 
set up which serves as a storing place for historica! text and database files. Although centra! 
storage is in New Brunswick, the intention is that data should also be accessible for users and 
suppliers through distribution channels in Leiden and Brussels. Three projects are currently being 
carried out by M. BOONE, I. SCHOUPS, M. VAN DEN NOORTGATE and H. BRAND, respectively, 
who aim at complementing MEMDB with prosopographica! files on late medieval citizens of 
Ghent and Leiden. They are all involved in a IUAP project aimed at research on marriages and 
social mobility in towns, resistance of towns against state formation, netwom of small Flernish 
towns and urban elites in the Netherlands. 
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conduct rapid, efficient searches for words or an arbitrary combination of 
words within texts. In addition, texts can be arranged according to certain 
requirements and saved in this way. The program is menu-directed and very 
simple to use: it asks the user to store the typed files in records. To do this 
the files have to be converted frrst. It is advisable that back-ups be used for 
this. The advantage of this is that text files remain available in their original 
form. However, a disadvantage is that when changes are made in the original 
files, the copies also need to be reconverted and differences may occur 
between the original and the converted files. The records are marked by a 
beginning and end sign and can contain texts of an indefmite size in any of a 
variety of spellings. This makes it possible to save and process text without 
drastically changing its source structure or spelling. Then, if desired, FYI300-
Oplus makes an index for every meaningful word, indicated here with key 
words. This index is to serve as the starting point for future searches. On the 
basis of the indicated words, the program will bring together all tests or text 
fragments, af ter which they can be saved and/or printed. In fact the program 
works like a card-index box, which quickly arranges the material, according 
to the researcher' s requirements. 

It is essential in applying the prosopographical method that the pro
gram allows key words to contain full names. Every key word is separated by 
a backslash (\). The computer takes over all text preceding the backslash. A 
second important characteristic is that in the keyword field names can also be 
placed in a standardized form. This means that the names can retain the 
original spelling in the text. 

As the program only has an arranging function, it poses limitations. 
Text analyses have to be done manually as does the identification of indivi
duals. However, the advantage to speedy arrangement is the option of grou
ping all texts on a certain individual, thus enabling the user to identify the 
individual concemed on the basis of certain criteria. As will be shown later, 
this is one of the most difficult tasks prosopographers and users of database 
and text files will face. Another shortcoming of the program is that it supports 
only a limited number of word processors. In addition, it appeared mat the 
FYI3000plus does not read all WP commands, resulting in less user-friendly 
text lay-outs. 

4.2 Data files 

We preferred Dbase III+ for the quantitative aspect of the study. In 
rnaking the files, we decided that both numerical and alphanumerical infor
mation should be processed such that calculations and comparisons with 
regard to contents are easy to make. Thus, the program should not only make 
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it possible to indicate data such as all positions fulfilled by a magistrate, but 
should also facilitate genealogical research, especially the identification of 
individuals. In addition, linking different files had to be possible so that we 
could obtain a clear picture of how various elite groups overlapped. Figure 1 
gives a very simplified overview of which files were made and how these are 
related to the central genealogical file, called 'GENEA.DAT. This file makes 
it possible to identify the individuals concemed and, after linking, gives a 
prosopography of the individuals in all records. 

The further the research progressed, the more clearly we were able to 
distinguish the shortcomings of dBase III+, especially regarding flexibility. 
Since the sources are very diverse, it is not always easy to file them in the 
very consistent and tightly organized system of records which is necessary for 
processing the information in the dBase files. It is still almost impossible to 
file a source in a database in an integral way.17 Using 'memo fields' for 
storing disparate textual information is hardly satisfactory since dBase does 
not connect them with the records but stores them arbitrarily somewhere on 
the disk. Although this does not hinder recall of the information, it makes it 
impossible to present the data coherently, without flrst writing a program to 
place the memo flelds in, say, a listing. Thus, processing and analysing the 
information is not possible when only a database package is used. 

4.3 Linking files: PROWG 

In prosopographical research, files should be organized in a way that 
records in different files can be linked on personal names. This linking 
technique, in which the name is used as the key word, is known as nominal 
record linkage and serves as an instrument with which individuals can be 
identified using various data derived from the sources, such as profession, 
ancestors, date of death, address, etc. 18 The ultimate aim was to link all files 
once the identiflcation had been made, thereby retaining all data. Ideally, the 
result would be a prosopography of all individuals included in the files. In 
addition, we wanted to be able to make all kinds of calculations with the 
different files, for example to gain insight into distribution of capital in the 
town, duration of careers and the number of positions fllled. DBase III+ has 
certainly proved its value with regard to the last point. 

17 VAN DER VOORT (1988) 8. BREURE (1988) 15-16. 
18 SCHIPPER (1989) 1-2, 7,9. 
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Figure 1: Structure of the database 

GENEA.DAT 
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Politica1 economic social 

elite elite elite 

I I I 
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I I I 
members of professional descent 

factions activities 

I 1 I 
regional farmers of indirect education 

institutions taxes 

I I I 
'national' propertyl subaltern 

institutions possessions functions 

I 
charitative - institutions 

I 
• church 

- fabrics 

I 
fraternities - or guilds 
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When identifying individuals, the medievalist not only has to contend 
with instability of names, but also with varying spellings, the use of 
nicknames and especially with the success of only a small number of names. 
In addition, the sources do not, by any means, all contain information that 
facilitates the identification of a certain person. Consequently, one can never 
be certain whether all possible linkings have been made or whether all 
relations indicated refer to the same person. 19 The decision to link 
information definitively has to be made by the user himself. Although it is 
possible to score identifying elements, and thus increase the certainty of the 
proposed link of elements, the defmitive choice has to be made on the basis 
of the user's knowiedge. Moreover, scoring is no solution when the source 
does not contain enough information to identify a person. 

Although the ultimate decision to make an identification may be the 
task of the researcher, it is to his/her advantage that the computer provides 
extremely well-organized data. A precondition for identifying individuals is to 
equate name elements. If the names are standardized this can be done 
automatically. Using standardization tables is a suitable method to accomplish 
this task, although it is rather time-consuming since every new spelling 
variety has to be entered in the computer.20 Therefore, a method was 
developed that took account of these shortcomings and could, independently 
of the source, be helpfuI in name identification: the so-called Guth-algorithm, 
named af ter the developer of the program. The algorithm does tests on the 
basis of similarities in the spelling of names. As the number of identical 
letters increases, so do the chances of identification. Thus this program makes 
it possible to retain the spelling varieties. However, the algorithm, which 
scores rather high in finding correct identifications, also poses some 
disadvantages. Obviously, the algorithm does not work when extremely large 
differences occur in the spelling. Furthermore, in applying the program to 
Dutch names, particularly very short ones, virtually impossible linkings were 
made.21 For example, the names Vaeds and Paedse would have been linked 
by the algorithm. In addition, the problem of changing surnames did not 
disappear. The algorithm would never link Butewech and Taey, Paedze and 
Sonnevelt, Heerman and Witgen or Van Alkemade and Van de Woude, even 
though they sometimes do refer to the same people. Thus, in practice, the 
algorithm is of ten inadequate in composing a genealogy. Therefore, many 

19 SCHIPPER (1989) 14. 
20 SCHIPPER (1989) 22-24, 27-28. 
21 SCHIPPER (1989) 21. For similar problems with Soundex, see ADMAN, BASKERVILLE, 

BEEDHAN (1992) 5-9. Aprogramming language for standardization of names has been developed 
under the name of 'Fondef. See NYGAARD (1992). 
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decisions have to he taken by hand. 
To find a solution for the problems described above as well as to 

compensate for some disadvantages of dBase, we searched for a program that 
met the following conditions: 
1. algorithms should he independent of language and source 
2. the program should he simple and suited to a variety of applications 
3. given the central filing and use by third parties, the program should he 

easy to operate, and preferably use choice menus 
4. as many files as possible should he linked relationally 
5. the program should 'grow' with the research and questions of the 

users.22 

To meet these requirements we switched to the computer language 
PROLOG, which stands for Programming in Logic; it is a logical or 
declarative language. All the user has to do is to give the ingredients and the 
end product.23 The computer then applies a process of deductive reasoning 
to determine the most efficient and effective way to achieve the result desired. 
Thus, the user does not have to know precisely how to solve a certain 
problem in advance. Ideally, adaptation of the rules during the research is 
possible. In other words, the program can leam new rules by interacting with 
users, because the results of a search will he stored as new facts or rules in an 
intemal database and he considered in an analogous situation later on. 24 

Thus, the historian can pay less attention to processing his data and devote 
more attention to formulating and specifying the aims of the research. 
Another advantage of the computer language PROLOG is that it allows the 
development of programs which take commands in 'ordinary' language. 

D. Schipper used PROLOG to develop a program suited specifically 
to this kind of research. In order to work with this program, the information 
stored in the databases is converted to a format which is accepted as input by 
the program. Subsequently, they can he stored in special files that can he 
summoned through the menu. In addition to the already mentioned 
menu-directed interface, the program consists of two parts: a 'window 
program' which contains general rules directing the operation of the program 
and a 'knowledge database', where (non-systematic) background knowiedge 
of the user is stored. This knowledge database is quite limited in size at the 
onset of data processing, but is extended during the processing by an 
interactive dialogue with the user, who takes decisions in exceptional 
situations. Since results of decisions are recorded in the program, it can later 

22 SCHIPPER (1989) 39. 

23 See also NICHOL, DEAN and BRIGGS (1987) 200-203. 
24 SCHIPPER (1989) 41. 
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make automatic decisions in similar situations. This method places the final 
responsibility on the user at all times. The user decides whether to establish 
synonyms and accept or reject links, and can intervene immediately when 
wrong links are proposed. Thus, even in situations where the user makes a 
historical identification based on intuition or background knowledge that 
cannot be formulated into simple mIes, he can ensure that the program makes 
the right decision. The new facts are stored automatically and can 
subsequently be taken into account for new decisions without having to adapt 
the program. The disadvantage of the program is not only that it takes a 
high-powered computer to process extensive files but also that the process is 
very time-consuming and, at best, makes 80% of all possible links correctly. 
However, the program helps to solve many problems with regard to 
identifying peop'le. Once the linking is done, we can start the analysis. 

5. Conclusion 

Prosopography forms a good staning point in a study on urban elite 
groups. In addition, it makes it possible to obtain a picture of the social 
functioning of individuals. Nevertheless, although we do not mean to suggest 
that the method is outdated, it has proven to have its weak points, especially 
in its explaining value, which focuses too much on dealing with the in
dividual and does not offer sufficient insight into interaction between in
dividual and society. These restrictions can be overcome by a return to the 
traditional historical research methods rejected by the first prosopographers, 
N arnier and Beard. 

We are able to contend with the problems of identification and the 
volume of the information to be processed for the most part by using com
puters, although new software had to be developed for the databases. Many 
piûalls and problems can be avoided by using PROLOG, as the interaction 
between the user and the application based on PROLOG allows the user to 
make definitive links. 
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Appendix I: 

Structure for database 
Number of data records 

Field Field name 

1 VOORNAAM 
2 ACHTERNAAM 
3 MAN 
4 VADER 
5 MOEDER 
6 BURGSTAAT 
7 VERWUSNR 
8 GEBDAT 
9 STERFDAT 

10 VERMELDING 
11 DIVERSEN 
12 - BRON 

13 KINDEREN 

**Tota1** 

Facing Urban Elites 

: B:prosop3.dbf 
: 208 

Type Width 

Character 10 
Character 28 
Character 1 
Character 24 
Character 10 
Character 3 
Numeric 10 
Character 10 
Character 10 
Character 10 
Memo 10 
Memo 10 
Memo 10 

161 

Dec 
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Structure for database 
Number of data records 

Field Field Name 

1 NAAM 
2 BON 
3 BURG STAAT 
4 BEROEP 
5 CODE 
6 AANSL_1483 
7 AANSL_1487 
8 AANSL_1498 
9 AANSL_1499 

10 AANSL_1500 
11 AANSL_1501 
12 AANSL_1502 
13 AANSL_1503 
14 AANSL_1504 
15 AANSL_1505 
16 AANSL_1506 
17 AANSL_1507 
18 AANSL_1508 
19 DIVERSEN 
20 BRON 

**Total** 

Appendix 111 : 

Structure for database 
Number of data records 

Field Field Name 

1 VERWUSNR 
2 NAAM 
3 HUWDATUM 
4 PARTNERNR 
5 HUWLUKNR 

**Total** 

BRAND-SCHIPPER 

: a:vermogen.dbf 
: 94 

Type 

Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Numeriek 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Character 
Memo 

: a:huwelijk3.dbf 
: 163 

Type 

Numeric 
Character 
Character 
Numeric 
Numeric 

Width 

133 

Width Dec 

40 
20 
12 
12 
4 

14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 

140 
10 

421 

Dec 

3 
28 
10 
3 
1 

46 
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Appendix IV 

. close all 

. guit 

Facing Urban Elites 

*** END RUl< dBASE III PLUS 

Synoniemen Bestanden 

Vermogen 
Renten 
Partij 
Vroedschap 
Beneficium 
Kerkmeester 
Memomstr 
Begijnen 
Kanunnik 
Huiszitmeester 
Lijfrente 

Koppe len Afbeelden Stoppe~ 

ga met de cursor toetsen naar de juiste optie en 'trek' het menu naar beneden 

,--------------------Deze koppelen J I N-------------------, 

IFile name (.dat): genea.dat 

r----------Deze opnemen als synoniem----------, 

geef de naam van het genealogiebestand 
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