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Abstract
Late medieval social and political history has disproportionately focused on urban 
contexts, particularly Italian and Mediterranean cities, regarding the political dynamics 
and decision-making processes of communities. This bias has neglected a significant 
portion of medieval society, notably Alpine mountain communities, despite their vital 
economic roles and large populations. The DEMALPS project addresses this gap through 
a trans-national survey of hundreds of little-explored archives across the Western Alps. 
Because this investigation uncovers a vast corpus of council proceedings and deci-
sion-making records never before examined from within, the project adopts a “digital-na-
tive” framework that prioritizes sharing raw sources alongside analysis. Rooted in FAIR 
principles and Open Science, this methodology represents a new way of doing history 
“from below”: making both the evidence and the historian’s reasoning transparent and 
accessible to the broader scholarly community.

Keywords: Late medieval history; Alps; Council proceedings; Rural history; Digital 
humanities

1. Beyond cities. Council and assembly proceedings in the late medieval period

The history of the Alps, notably in pre-modern times, has often been the 
subject of misconceptions derived from modern perspectives on these territories 
rather than historical data. One of these misconceptions lies, as we know, in the 
view of mountain areas as scarcely populated and economically marginal regions, 
a view which rather mirrors the nineteenth and twentieth century depopulation of 
various Alpine areas.  In reality, by the end of the Middle Ages approximately 
2.9 million people lived in the Alps, which not only included hundreds of small 
villages counting 50 to 100 inhabitants, but also a surprisingly high number of 
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Marta Gravela, Jean-Paul Rehr10

larger settlements of approximately 2,000-3,000 people, and several small towns 
reaching 5,000 residents.1 The current state of research does not allow us to be 
conclusive about these numbers.  Historians, however, have highlighted in the 
past few decades that their demographic weight was not the sole reason for the 
importance of mountain areas: from the late Middle Ages onwards, the Alpine 
economy became complementary and vital to those of the surrounding areas, the 
Alpine population being involved not only in providing essential products, but 
also in specialised manufacturing activities and trade, resulting in complex social 
and political structures.2

In spite of the crucial role played by mountain communities, studies in late 
medieval social and political history have traditionally favoured cities. Peasant 
studies, extremely popular between the 1960s and the 1980s, largely disre-
garded Alpine regions, generally focusing on other rural areas; moreover, given 
the strong influence of the Marxist perspective, they were thus mostly – if not 
exclusively – devoted to economic questions, leaving aside issues of social and 
political development of peasant communities.3 As far as the Alpine regions are 

1. Before the Black Death the Alpine population is estimated to have reached 3.5 million 
people. Estimates from Jon Mathieu, Storia delle Alpi 1500-1900. Ambiente, sviluppo e società, 
Bellinzona, Casagrande, 2000, pp. 30-49; Alessio Fornasin, La demografia alpina in età preindu-
striale: Interpretazioni, problemi, prospettive, in Markus Denzel et al. (eds.), Oeconomia Alpium I: 
Wirtschaftsgeschichte des Alpenraums in vorindustrieller Zeit: Forschungsaufriss, -konzepte und 
-perspektiven, Berlin-Boston, De Gruyter-Oldenbourg, 2017, pp. 57-72; Alessio Fornasin, Storia 
del popolamento alpino dalle origini alla fine del XIX secolo. Continuità e discontinuità, in «Popo-
lazione e Storia», 1, 2024, pp. 113-141. Some data regarding valley floor settlements in Maria Ausi-
liatrice Ginatempo, La popolazione dei centri minori dell’Italia centro-settentrionale nei secoli 
XIII-XV. Uno sguardo d’insieme, in Federico Lattanzio, Gian Maria Varanini (eds.), I centri minori 
italiani nel tardo medioevo. Cambiamento sociale, crescita economica, processi di ristrutturazione 
(secoli XIII-XVI), Firenze, Firenze University Press, 2018, pp. 31-79.

2. Denzel et al. (eds.), Oeconomia Alpium I; Markus Denzel, Andrea Bonoldi, Marie-Claude 
Schöpfer (eds.), Oeconomia Alpium II: Economic History of the Alps in Preindustrial Times: 
Methods and Perspectives of Research, Berlin-Boston, De Gruyter-Oldenbourg, 2022; Fornasin, 
Storia del popolamento alpino, pp. 124-126; Alessio Fiore, Alma Poloni, L’economia medievale. 
Un profilo storico (secoli V-XV), Roma, Carocci, 2025, pp. 209-221; but see also Ginatempo, La 
popolazione dei centri minori, p. 57.

3. The exception was represented by peasant revolts, extensively studied throughout Europe 
and recently resumed. See Justine Firnhaber-Baker, The Jacquerie of 1358. A French Peasants’ 
Revolt, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2021; Vincent Challet, La révolte des Tuchins: banditisme 
social ou sociabilité villageoise?, in «Médiévales», 34, 1998, pp. 101-112; Vincent Challet, Un 
mouvement anti-seigneurial? Seigneurs et paysans dans la révolte des Tuchins, in Ghislain Brunel, 
Serge Brunet (eds.), Les luttes anti-seigneuriales dans l’Europe médiévale et moderne, Toulouse, 
Presses universitaires du Midi, 2009, pp. 19-31; Monique Bourin, Giovanni Cherubini, Giuliano 
Pinto (eds.), Rivolte urbane e rivolte contadine nell’Europa del Trecento. Un confronto, Firenze, 
Firenze University Press, 2008; Justine Firnhaber-Baker, Dirk Schoenaers (eds.), The Routledge 
History Handbook of Medieval Revolt, London-New York, Routledge, 2017; Sam K. Cohn, Lust 
for Liberty: The Politics of Social Revolt in Medieval Europe, 1200-1425, Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 2006 and Cohn’s more recent Popular Protest and Ideals of Democracy in Late 
Renaissance Italy, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2021. Some classic studies still offer valu-
able contributions, notably Michel Mollat, Philippe Wolff, Ongles Bleus. Jacques et Ciompi. Les 
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concerned, pioneering research was conducted in the 1970s by Peter Blickle, who 
argued for the substantial political development of Alpine communities between 
the fifteenth and sixteenth century, also linking this growth to his concept of 
communalism and the circulation of the Reformation values;4 his work fostered 
new in-depth investigations, such as the extensive work on the Lombard Alps by 
Massimo Della Misericordia, who highlighted the complexity of local political 
culture, and Beat Kümin’s work on community and parish structures.5 Scholarly 
interest was especially devoted to the Alpine economy and social structures, to 
the ecclesiastical structures of the region, as well as to the relationships between 
the Alps and the surrounding territories.6 With few notable exceptions, the atten-
tion of historians disproportionately focused on Switzerland, the central and 
eastern Alps, and very rarely took into account questions of internal community 
politics, scrutinising sources – council and assembly proceedings – which offer 
an incomparable insight into community life.7

révolutions populaires en Europe aux XIVe et XVe siècles, Paris, Calmann-Lévy, 1970; Rinaldo 
Comba, Rivolte e ribellioni fra Tre e Quattrocento, in Nicola Tranfaglia, Massimo Firpo (eds.), La 
storia: I grandi problemi, Torino, UTET, 1988, vol. 2, pp. 673-691; Rodney H. Hilton, Bond Men 
Made Free. Medieval Peasant Movements and the English Rising of 1381, London, Temple Smith, 
1973; Rodney H. Hilton, Trevor H. Aston (eds.), The English Rising of 1381, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1984. The perspective of studying mountain communities through conflict and 
revolt is still present in Marco Bellabarba, Hannes Obermair, Hitomi Sato (eds.), Communities 
and Conflicts in the Alps from the Late Middle Ages to Early Modernity, Bologna-Berlin, Il Muli-
no-Duncker & Humblot, 2015.

4. Peter Blickle (ed.), Resistance, Representation, and Community, Oxford-Strasbourg, 
Oxford University Press, 1997; Peter Blickle, From the Communal Reformation to the Revolution 
of the Common Man, Leiden, Brill, 1998. Previous notable work in Paul Schaefer, Il Sottoceneri nel 
Medioevo. Contributo alla storia del Medioevo italiano, Lugano, La Commerciale, 1954.

5. See especially Massimo Della Misericordia, with particular reference to Divenire comu-
nità. Comuni rurali, poteri locali, identità sociali e territoriali in Valtellina e nella montagna 
lombarda nel tardo Medioevo, Milano, Unicopli, 2006; Beat Kümin, The Communal Age in Western 
Europe, c. 1100-1800. Towns, Villages and Parishes in Pre-Modern Society, Basingstoke, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013.

6. Nicolas Carrier, Fabrice Mouthon, Paysans des Alpes.  Les communautés montagnardes 
au Moyen Âge, Rennes, Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2010; Paolo Ostinelli, Simona Boscani 
Leoni (eds.), La Chiesa dal basso. Organizzazioni, interazioni e pratiche del contesto parrocchiale 
alpino alla fine del Medioevo, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2012; Gian Maria Varanini (ed.), Le Alpi 
medievali nello sviluppo delle regioni contermini, Napoli, Liguori, 2004; Andrea Castagnetti, Gian 
Maria Varanini (eds.), Storia del Trentino, 3. L’età medievale, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2004; Marco 
Bellabarba, Giuseppe Olmi (eds.), Storia del Trentino, 4. L’età moderna, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2002.

7. See the works by Massimo Della Misericordia (note 5) and Nicolas Carrier, Quand la 
communauté parle d’une seule voix: prendre la parole dans les assemblées paysannes à la fin du 
Moyen Âge (Alpes nord-occidentales et Jura, XIIIe-XVe siècle), in Société des historiens médiévistes 
de l’Enseignement supérieur public (ed.), La voix au Moyen Âge. 50e Congrès de la Société des 
Historiens Médiévistes de l’Enseignement Supérieur Public, Paris, Editions de la Sorbonne, 2020, 
pp. 249-264. On the Swiss area see Randolph C. Head, Early Modern Democracy in the Grisons: 
Social Order and Political Language in a Swiss Mountain Canton, 1470-1620, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1995 and Immacolata Saulle-Hippenmeyer, Nachbarschaft, Pfarrei 
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Urban societies and their organisation, on the other hand, traditionally 
received significant attention from historians of the late Middle Ages. This is 
especially true when it comes to questions involving political participation and 
representation, political ideas, desires, and decisions, as well as the recording 
practices of community deliberations.  Proceedings kept by local councils and 
officers – the privileged source to address these questions – have been the focus 
of extensive studies in the past couple of decades, which nonetheless were exclu-
sively devoted to cities and to a few large towns lacking the official status of 
civitas, but in many ways comparable to them (so much so that Giorgio Chittolini 
introduced the definition of «quasi città» to describe them).8

Italian cities, with particular reference to northern and central regions, 
have unsurprisingly played a leading part in this field of studies, as communal 
governments offered the ideal framework to investigate the role and functioning 
of assemblies, the ways representation was organised over time, the ideals of 
bonum commune, the transformation of ruling elites, and their relationships with 
lay and ecclesiastical authorities.9 The reason for such a great interest undoubt-
edly lies in the unrivalled abundance and precocity of urban archival sources. It is 
common knowledge that several city archives preserve long and often continuous 
series of council and assembly proceedings from the thirteenth century onwards; 
it is not only the case of the renowned archives of Siena, Florence, Venice, and 
Bologna, but also of San Gimignano, Orvieto, Perugia, and Prato, to name but a 
few examples.10 Moreover, scholarly interest was directed to Italian cities because 

und Gemeinde in Graubünden, 1400-1600, Chur-Desertina, Komissionsverlag Bundner Monats-
blatt, 1997. On the vocabulary used to define these sources see the introduction to this special issue.

8. Giorgio Chittolini, “Quasi-città”. Borghi e terre in area lombarda nel tardo medioevo, 
in «Società e storia», 47, 1990, pp. 3-26, now also in Giorgio Chittolini, Città, comunità e feudi 
negli stati dell’Italia centro-settentrionale, Milano, Unicopli, 1996, pp. 85-104. The subject was 
more recently brought up and further assessed by Ginatempo, La popolazione dei centri minori, 
pp. 32-48. For a comparison to German cities see Eberhard Isenmann, Die deutsche Stadt im Spät-
mittelalter, 1250-1500. Stadtgestalt, Recht, Stadtregiment, Kirche, Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft, Ulmer, 
UTB für Wissenschaft, 1988.

9. Massimo Sbarbaro, Le delibere dei Consigli dei Comuni cittadini italiani (secoli XIII-XIV), 
Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 2005.

10. Fundamental work for Italian cities was carried out by Lorenzo Tanzini, Delibere e verbali. 
Per una storia documentaria dei consigli nell’Italia comunale, in «Reti Medievali Rivista», 14/1, 
2013, pp. 43-79; Lorenzo Tanzini, A consiglio. La vita politica nell’Italia dei comuni, Roma-Bari, 
Laterza, 2014; Lorenzo Tanzini, Consigli, delibere e verbali: il panorama comunale italiano, in 
Ermanno Orlando, Gherardo Ortalli (eds.), Le delibere consiliari dei comuni italiani. Uno sguardo 
comparativo a partire dai Misti del Senato di Venezia, Venezia, Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere 
ed Arti, 2023, pp. 97-112. On cities of central Italy see Francesco Poggi, Conflitti di popolo. Lo 
spazio politico di Orvieto (1280-1337), Roma, Viella, 2022; Francesco Pirani, Libertas, oligarchie 
e governo papale. Ascoli nel “lungo” Quattrocento (1377-1502), in «Reti Medievali Rivista», 22/1, 
2021, pp. 321-353 and Pierluigi Terenzi, «In quaterno communis». Scritture pubbliche e cancel-
leria cittadina a L’Aquila (secoli XIV-XV), in «Mélanges de l’École française de Rome. Moyen 
Âge», 128/2, 2016, pp. 499-510; Pierluigi Terenzi, Scritture di confine. Verbali e registri consiliari 
nelle città dell’Abruzzo settentrionale (secoli XIV-XV), in Isabella Lazzarini, Armando Miranda, 
Francesco Senatore (eds.), Istituzioni, scritture, contabilità. Il caso molisano nell’Italia tardome-
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of the originality and complexity of their political institutions, entailing multiple 
councils at once, as in Venice, where proceedings were issued by the Senato as 
well as the Maggior Consiglio and the small board called Consiglio dei Dieci, to 
mention but the most relevant councils; or Siena, where larger and smaller coun-
cils included the Consiglio Generale, Concistoro, and Balia.11

The attention to assembly and council proceedings, however, was not 
limited to the Italian peninsula. Further studies, often in comparative perspective, 
focused especially on the Mediterranean area, notably French and Catalan cities, 
and more recently on English towns, introducing distinctions between local coun-
cils and parliaments.12 Four main lines of research have tended to dominate so 
far: firstly, how internal politics worked, by focusing on council organisation, 
forms of elections and voting systems, as well as on local political struggles, 
social mobility and changes within the elites; secondly, what we might define 
as foreign policy, meaning the relationships with superior authorities as well as 
other cities.13 A third perspective has often combined councils’ proceedings with 

dievale, Roma, Viella, 2017, pp. 193-216. For a wider and updated account on Italian cities see 
Orlando, Ortalli (eds.), Le delibere consiliari dei comuni italiani and the essays on Italy in François 
Otchakovsky-Laurens, Laure Verdon (eds.), La voix des assemblées. Quelle démocratie urbaine au 
travers des registres de délibérations? Méditerranée-Europe, XIIIe-XVIIIe siecle, Aix-en-Provence, 
Presses Universitaires de Provence, 2021.

11. See the essays by Gherardo Ortalli, I registri del Senato veneziano: al cuore della politica 
lagunare, pp. 3-13; Ermanno Orlando, Le scritture in registro dei consigli del Comune lagunare, 
pp. 21-39; Roberta Mucciarelli, Il consiglio generale e gli ordinamenta a Siena (fine XIII-inizio 
XIV secolo): una nota, pp. 135-152 all in Orlando, Ortalli (eds.), Le delibere consiliari dei comuni 
italiani.

12. Noël Coulet, Les délibérations communales en Provence au Moyen Âge, in Claude 
Carozzi, Huguette Taviani-Carozzi (eds.), Le médiéviste devant ses sources. Questions et méthodes, 
Aix-en-Provence, Publications de l’Université de Provence, 2004, pp. 227-247; Martine Charageat, 
Corinne Leveleux-Teixeira (eds.), Consulter, délibérer, décider: donner son avis au Moyen-Âge 
(France-Espagne, VIIe-XVIe siècles), Toulouse, Presses universitaires du Midi, 2010; Michel 
Hébert, La voix du peuple. Une histoire des assemblées au Moyen Âge, Paris, PUF, 2018; Otcha-
kovsky-Laurens, Verdon (eds.), La voix des assemblées; Eliza Hartrich, Locality, Polity and the 
Politics of Counsel: Royal and Urban Councils in England, 1420-1429, in Jacqueline Rose (ed.), 
The Politics of Counsel in England and Scotland, 1286-1707, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2016, pp. 101-116; Christian D. Liddy, Who Decides? Urban Councils and Consensus in the late 
Middle Ages, in «Social History», 46/4, 2021, pp. 406-434. The interest for such records, espe-
cially in France, is proven by a series of ongoing projects, such as Regidel (https://regidel.hypoth-
eses.org/), last access 06.01.2026; the Groupe de recherche sur l’écrit délibératif dans l’espace 
francophone (https://calenda.org/1206152); or the conference series on the “assemblées d’habi-
tants” (https://lamop.hypotheses.org/13549) (the last access for all the link here and below was on 
06.01.2026).

13. On voting practices see Serena Ferente, Lovro Kunčević, Miles Pattenden (eds.), Cultures 
of Voting in Pre-modern Europe, London-New York, Routledge, 2018; see also Federica Lazzerini, 
Davide Morra, The ALLORA Project. Methods and Challenges through the Case-study of Electoral 
Practices in Romance-speaking Europe (c. 12th-18th centuries), pp. 25-50 and Lorenzo Tanzini, 
Il voto e le pratiche elettorali nelle città comunali italiane (secoli XII-XIV): contesti istituzionali e 
materiali, pp. 191-212 both in Davide Morra, Federica Lazzerini, Francesco Senatore (eds.), Words 
and Things in Motion. Methodological Issues in Studying the Circulation of Legal-administrative 
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other sources, namely court records, in the attempt to uncover traces of popular 
politics, the voices of those social groups more often than not excluded from 
offices and institutional politics.14 Finally, a research interest of particular prom-
inence in Italian historiography focused on recording practices and the role of 
notaries in the compilation of assembly proceedings.15

Research in this area thus focused on towns and cities, with at best a few 
local studies on rural settings. Nevertheless, many communities in the (particu-
larly western) Alps preserve remarkably rich archives, which often include late 
medieval council proceedings as well as charters issued as a result of political 
assemblies (not to speak of their economic and religious holdings); in addition, 
a significant amount of community records survive in family archives of local 
lords. These offer unique insights into the social and political life of mountain 
communities, very rarely examined from within.16 The peculiar geomorpho-
logical and climatic conditions, specific economic developments and resulting 
social complexity, but also the political entanglement of these territories well 
into the early modern period call for deeper investigations on the political 
practices and decision-making processes of Alpine communities.17 The abun-
dance of sources offers the opportunity – and the challenge – to overcome 
isolated case-studies and attempt a broad, trans-national comparative inves-
tigation. What follows examines the methodological questions confronted in 
the ERC project DEMALPS. Democracies of the Alps.  Issues, practices and 
ideals of politics in mountain communities, 1300-1500, devoted to the study 
of late medieval Alpine council and assembly proceedings. We also consider 
how the project’s research tasks have been approached through a deliberately 
“digital-native” framework.

Lexicon and Practices in Europe (12th-18th century), Napoli, Federico II University Press, 2025; 
most of the other issues emerge from the essays in Otchakovsky-Laurens, Verdon (eds.), La voix 
des assemblées and Orlando, Ortalli (eds.), Le delibere consiliari dei comuni italiani.

14. Jan Dumolyn et al. (eds.), The Voices of the People in Late Medieval Europe. Commu-
nication and Popular Politics, Turnhout, Brepols, 2014; Ben Eersels, Jelle Haemers (eds.), Words 
and Deeds. Shaping Urban Politics from below in Late Medieval Europe, Turnhout, Brepols, 2020; 
Christian D. Liddy, Contesting the City: The Politics of Citizenship in English Towns, 1250-1530, 
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017; see also Liddy’s more recent Who decides?

15. This interest characterised Tanzini’s works, see note 10, and Attilio Bartoli Langeli’s 
studies, see most recently Le scritture in registro dei Comuni italiani, in Orlando, Ortalli (eds.), Le 
delibere consiliari dei comuni italiani, pp. 113-122; other recent case-studies in the same volume 
by Pierluigi Terenzi, Deliberazioni e verbali dei consigli nelle città dell’Italia meridionale (secoli 
XIV-XV), pp. 173-189, Alberto Luongo, Delibere comunali ed interventi signorili a Gubbio nel XIV 
secolo, pp. 191-208 and Piero Gualtieri, Dinamica consiliare, produzione normativa e assetti della 
documentazione: la realtà di Firenze fra XIII e XIV secolo, pp. 209-223.

16. An initial survey on Alpine council proceedings, limited to the Italian area, in Marta 
Gravela, Le delibere dei comuni piemontesi nel Tre e Quattrocento (città, ‘quasi-città’, comunità 
rurali), in Orlando, Ortalli (eds.), Le delibere consiliari dei comuni italiani, pp. 225-240.

17. Jon Mathieu, Conditions historiques de la spécificité montagnarde, in «Revue d’Histoire 
moderne et contemporaine», 52/2, 2005, pp. 9-25.
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2. Methodological challenges

The ERC project DEMALPS looks at council and assembly proceedings and 
charters as a way to investigate the collective political values, ambitions, and prac-
tices of late medieval mountain communities from below. This is in contrast to 
the few existing studies of the area which have by and large resorted to records 
produced by superior authorities (princes, dukes, lay and ecclesiastical lords) to 
examine their relationship with local communities. By addressing a large set of 
questions usually applied to urban contexts, the research focuses not only on the 
content of proceedings, but also on their written form and record-keeping prac-
tices. Which issues were at stake in local politics? How was political participation 
perceived and practiced? Who had the right to a voice in collective debates and 
how? What margins of agency did local polities have and to what extent did they 
contest such limits? Which values inspired the political action of villagers? To what 
extent did they differ from those developed in the cities? How was all this recorded 
and its evidence preserved (or dispersed)? How did the mountain environment 
influence all these issues (if it did)? Can we detect specific political practices?

To address these questions, we examine the western Alps as a whole through 
a systematic survey of all communities – within the Alpine Convention area 
corresponding to the western arc of the range – that produced and, in many cases, 
preserved records of their political life between the late thirteenth and the early 
sixteenth centuries (see fig. 1).18 The area contained in this arc spans mountain 
ranges and valleys from the French-Italian Mediterranean coast in the south (the 
Alps of Provence and Maritime Alps) to the western Swiss Alps in the north (with 
the Canton of Ticino at its eastern end). Such a broad comparative and interdisci-
plinary approach – combining not only medieval history, but also archival science 
and diplomatics – required a coordinated and collective mode of work. Rather 
than relying on separate individual research, the team adopted a shared collab-
orative framework, conceived from the outset to integrate research, documen-
tation, and comparison. From the project’s earliest conception, this framework 
included a purpose-built working environment designed to answer the specific 
questions of this study and to allow researchers to collect, verify, and analyse 
large sets of data in common, in real time, following the FAIR principles (Find-
able, Accessible, Interoperable, and Reusable). The online research environment 
(http://www.demalps.com) was developed by the DEMALPS team on the basis 
of preliminary archival investigations and experiences drawn from city and town 
council proceedings examined in previous research.

The initial work was aimed at creating three essential entry points: commu-
nities, archives, and council proceedings.  Each presented a number of issues, 
reflecting not only the specificity of the various case-studies, but also the concep-
tual choices made by the team. These challenges led us to compare and refine 
our working practices continuously. While the research objectives and questions 

18. For the boundaries of the Alpine convention see https://www.atlas.alpconv.org/info/.



Marta Gravela, Jean-Paul Rehr16

outlined above remained central, the process of designing the shared corpus in 
turn influenced how we thought about our material – forcing us to decide what 
information to record and in what form, and to reconsider familiar categories 
of description. Rather than producing a database as a final product of research, 
we developed it as a working instrument that has continued to evolve with the 
investigation itself, prompting reflections on the relevance, structure, and inter-
connection of research data while archival investigations have been carried out. 
In particular, this collaborative design process transformed our thinking on three 
main issues.
a)	 The relationship between communities, their sources and their archives. This 

question, apparently simple, proved crucial for structuring our research 
output. The theoretical framework was shaped through archival surveys, 
previous research experiences, and relevant literature on communities and 
their archives between the Middle Ages and the early modern period.19 Yet 
such a relationship cannot be taken for granted, as our preliminary investiga-
tions clearly showed: while some communities established their archives in 
the late medieval period, mostly from the late thirteenth or early fourteenth 
centuries, as evidenced by the first copies of older charters, many other 

19. See the essential Attilio Bartoli Langeli, Andrea Giorgi, Stefano Moscadelli (eds.), Archivi 
e comunità tra Medioevo ed età moderna, Roma, Ministero per i beni e le attività culturali, Dire-
zione generale per gli archivi, 2009.

Fig. 1. The western Alps within the boundaries of the Alpine Convention.
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communities did not collect their records in a stable archive until much later. 
The reasons for this, under comparative scrutiny in the project, are multiple: 
in some cases the notaries who wrote the records were in charge of keeping 
the locality’s written memory, either in their protocols or, less frequently, in 
dedicated registers;20 in other cases, given a lack of suitable buildings, records 
were entrusted to ecclesiastical institutions; strong seigneurial control could 
likewise hinder the establishment of autonomous community archives (and 
perhaps of community autonomy itself). Because of these varied circum-
stances, much ancient material has been lost or dispersed, requiring the 
integration of information from several archival institutions to reconstruct 
a community’s documentary production. This underlined the crucial impor-
tance of archives not merely as repositories of evidence, but as sources for 
understanding the formation and endurance of communities between the late 
medieval and early modern periods.

	 In addition, even established community archives could undergo unforeseen 
transformations.  Beyond the common risks of loss through fire, flood, or 
decay, modern initiatives often transferred local records to central reposi-
tories.  French municipal archives were generally moved to the Archives 
Départementales without significant dispersal.21 One example from the 
Italian context tells a different story: the nineteenth-century project launched 
by Quintino Sella to establish a large archive of the territory of Biella, which 
led to the creation of the composite holding Comuni in the State Archives 
of Biella, now including the records of various distinct communities.22 
Subsequent additions to this collection were included however in a different 
archival holding of the same State Archives, that of the Archivio Storico del 
Comune di Biella, thus creating the series Comuni diversi and Serie I.23 Some 
municipalities nonetheless retained part of their archives locally. As a result, 

20. As in the area examined by Federico Del Tredici, Senza memoria? La conservazione delle 
scritture comunitarie nel Milanese (secoli XIV-XV), in «Studi di Storia Medioevale e di Diploma-
tica», n.s., 2, 2018, pp. 43-62.

21. That is nowadays the most common place of conservation, see Clément Carnielli, Forms 
and Functions of (Non-) Registration of Political Actions in Late-medieval French Alpine Commu-
nities, in this issue.

22. Quintino Sella (1827-1884): Umberto Levra, Sella, Quintino, in Dizionario Biografico 
degli Italiani, vol. 91, Roma, Istituto dell’Enciclopedia Italiana, 2018, pp. 809-812. Archivio di 
Stato di Biella (hereafter: ASBi), Comuni: the holding includes records from 26 former municipal 
archives, 19 of which in the Alpine area and 5 preserving late medieval records.

23. ASBi, Archivio Storico del Comune di Biella, Comuni diversi: this holding includes 
records from seven former municipal archives, five of which in the Alpine area and two preserving 
late medieval evidence. The most striking archival series is however ASBi, Archivio Storico del 
Comune di Biella, Serie I, in which the buste 342-378 relate to materials from 20 municipalities 
in the Alpine area, in great part starting from the fifteenth century: http://www.asbi.it/inasb.html. 
Part of these records were published in Luigi Borello, Armando Tallone (eds.), Le carte dell’ar-
chivio comunale di Biella fino al 1379, 4 vols., Voghera-Torino, Mario Gabetta, 1927-1933. On this 
archival series see Flavia Negro, Fra riordinamento e reinvenzione: l’Archivio Storico di Biella dal 
Medioevo al XX secolo, in «Rassegna degli Archivi di Stato», n.s., 3/3, 2007, pp. 499-530.
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some components can still be found in local archives, while others were 
entirely moved to Biella, and in certain cases the same community’s records 
were split among multiple repositories.24 Reconstructing their coherence 
therefore means acknowledging the archival histories that produced such 
dispersal.

b)	 The structure of records and the work of notaries. In general, medieval council 
proceedings follow a recognisable pattern: a preamble setting out date and 
place of the assembly, the officer calling it, and the formulas confirming the 
validity of the meeting; the list of participants; one or more proposita (issues 
under debate); one or more consilia (the opinions of the councillors taking 
part in the assembly); a vote; and one or more reformationes (decisions by the 
council).25 Yet few records follow this ideal model. Layouts vary from place 
to place and even within the same community over time. A list of participants 
may be included in each meeting, or open the register without detailed infor-
mation on individual participation in specific assemblies; propositions and 
decisions may shift order; consilia and details of vote are frequently absent; a 
final notarial subscription may or may not appear. A rigid data structure risks 
imposing modern expectations from scholarship rather than capturing this 
variation. Greater flexibility was therefore needed in order to record relevant 
information without distorting the sources, a central question for the project.

c)	 The content of council proceedings. As the ultimate goal of the project is to 
compare the political ideals and practices of Alpine communities, effective 
recording of the content of political decisions was essential. From the earliest 
archival surveys, certain recurring themes became apparent, allowing the 
team to identify the key topics for further examination, while significant 
differences also emerged in how communities organised political life – for 
example in the rotation of councillors and officers. The challenge was how to 
record these elements so that they could later be analysed comparatively.
The methodological and technical reasoning behind these solutions is devel-

oped in the following sections, under the sign of a digital-native project.

3. Going digital-native: digital methods and historical practice

DEMALPS is described as a digital-native project not because its sources 
are born digital – the sources are paper and parchment found in archives across the 
western Alps – but because the research process itself is conceived and executed 

24. To provide but one example, the records produced by the community of Andorno are now 
divided into three archival holdings without any apparent criterion: ASBi, Archivio Storico del 
Comune di Biella, Serie I, b. 342-361 (records from 1200 onwards); Archivio Storico del Comune 
di Biella, Comuni diversi, Andorno (from 1598); Archivio Storico del Comune di Andorno Micca 
(from 1594). See https://www.demalps.com/communities/pl_andorno_micca_piemonte.

25. Tanzini, Delibere e verbali; Tanzini, A consiglio.
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entirely within a digital environment specifically built not merely to produce final 
outputs but to support the entire course of inquiry. In this sense, the database is 
not an accessory to the research but its medium.

A claim of being a digital project is, in itself, no longer novel. In recent years, 
several ERC projects in medieval history have adopted large-scale digital infra-
structures – among them DISSINET (inquisitorial records)26 and DiDip (diplo-
matics)27 – each advancing ambitious agendas for the computational analysis of 
sources. What DEMALPS proposes, however, is to extend the meaning of digi-
tal-native beyond research products or delivery formats. Here, digital form is not 
a container for completed work but an embedded methodology: the infrastructure 
is conceived as inseparable from historical reasoning itself. From the project’s 
first months, the DEMALPS team developed a collaborative online environment 
(http://www.demalps.com) that serves simultaneously as public and private data 
repository, research log, and space of collective interpretation.

This choice arose as much from the explicitly comparative and collaborative 
nature of DEMALPS as from the character of the Alpine sources. Our researchers 
and developers work across the French, Italian, and Swiss Alps, often in archival 
research trips separated by distance, language, and jurisdiction. The application 
therefore became not only a tool but a meeting place – the single shared space 
where sources, discussion, and verification converge. What might elsewhere have 
been a logistical necessity – an online platform for data entry – here merged with 
the historical-methodological core of the project. 

Many projects in the historical and philological humanities have likewise 
turned to databases, especially as mass transcription and Handwritten Text 
Recognition (HTR) have expanded access to archival material. The large-scale 
initiatives HIMANIS (for the Trésor des Chartes),28 CoMMA (aggregating 
manuscripts via Gallica),29 or regional efforts such as Crimes et châtiments at 
the Archives de l’ancien Évêché de Bâle30 exemplify this trend, as do aggre-

26. David Zbiral, DISSINET. Networks of Dissent: Computational Modelling of Dissident and 
Inquisitorial Cultures in Medieval Europe, ERC Consolidator Project (2021-2026), https://cordis.
europa.eu/project/id/101000442.

27. Georg Vogeler, DiDip.  Digital and Distant Microanalysis of Late Medieval Diplo-
matics, ERC Advanced Grant (2021-2026), https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101019327.

28. Dominique Sutzmann, HIMANIS – HIstorical MANuscript Indexing for user-controlled 
Search, IRHT – A2IA – Rijksuniversiteit Groningen-Universitat Politècnica de València, 2015-
2018, http://himanis.huma-num.fr/app. See Dominique Stutzmann, Jean-François Moufflet, 
Sébastien Hamel, La recherche en plein texte dans les sources manuscrites médiévales: enjeux 
et perspectives du projet HIMANIS pour l’édition électronique, in «Médiévales. Langues, Textes, 
Histoire», 73, 2017, https://doi.org/10.4000/medievales.8198.

29. Project located at https://comma.inria.fr with description in Thibault Clérice et al., CoMMA, 
a Large-scale Corpus of Multilingual Medieval Archives, https://inria.hal.science/hal-05299220.

30. Fondation des Archives de l’ancien Évêché de Bâle, Crimes et châtiments: Procès de sorcel-
lerie et procédures criminelles: numérisation, mise en ligne et médiatio, 2025, https://www.aaeb.ch/
fr/Crimes-et-chatiments/Description-et-objectifs-du-projet/Description-et-objectifs-du-projet.html.
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gation projects like CEMA (Cartae Europae Medii Aevi)31 and long-running 
network databases such as PoMS (People of Medieval Scotland).32 Numerous 
other projects could be cited, varying in scope and aim, but what unites them is 
that their databases generally appear after the research phase – as deliverables 
or dissemination tools. The databases thus frequently act as online explorers for 
corpora they also make available through repositories such as Zenodo or Nakala. 
Such models have advanced accessibility and reproducibility across the field, yet 
they typically separate the digital structure from the day-to-day work of historical 
interpretation. They were never intended to do otherwise: their purpose was to 
publish sources, not to mediate collaborative inquiry. What DEMALPS adds is 
an ethical layer – an insistence that verification, transparency, and accountability 
be built into the very architecture of research, not deferred to its results. 

As such, DEMALPS begins where most projects conclude. Its database 
is not the endpoint but the point of departure – a space where data collection, 
modelling, and analysis interact in real time. Few medieval projects offer an 
interface designed for continuous scholarly contribution: databases too often 
close when funding ends. There are notable exceptions, often maintained through 
the persistence of their founders or small rounds of renewal.  APOSCRIPTA – 
Unified Corpus of Papal Letters, for example, has become an ever-expanding 
collection of papal letters spanning all periods, inviting external contributors to 
add editions and indexes under editorial control.33 The Thesaurus Exemplorum 
Medii Aevi (ThEMA),34 now in its third version, has preserved and grown its data 
over twenty-five years, demonstrating that historical databases can endure and 
remain collaborative. Members of the ThEMA team attended the birth of Fairs in 

31. Nicolas Perreaux, CEMA – Cartae Europae Medii Aevi (5th-15th c.), Université de Paris 
1 Panthéon-Sorbonne / LaMOP, 2025, https://cema.lamop.fr/. On this project see Nicolas Perreaux, 
Possibilities, Challenges and Limits of a European Charters Corpus (Cartae Europae Medii Aevi – 
CEMA), 20.04.2021, https://hal.science/hal-03203029.

32. Amanda Beam et al., People of Medieval Scotland: 1093–1371, London-Glasgow-Ed-
inburgh, King’s College London-University of Glasgow-University of Edinburgh, 2019, https://
www.poms.ac.uk. See now the interesting discussion, directly relevant to DEMALPS, on making 
databases from fragments of sources, in Dauvit Broun, Joanna Tucker, The People of Medieval 
Scotland Database as History, in Julianne Nyan et al. (eds.), On Making in the Digital Humanities: 
The Scholarship of Digital Humanities Development in Honour of John Bradley, London, UCL 
Press, 2023, pp. 105-126, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv2wk727j.10.

33. Julien Théry, APOSCRIPTA Database – Unified Corpus of Papal Letters, Telma/IRHT, 
2018, https://telma.irht.cnrs.fr/chartes/aposcripta/page/presentation.

34. Jacques Berlioz, Marie Anne Polo Polo de Beaulieu, Pascal Collomb, Thesaurus Exem-
plorum Medii Aevi (ThEMA), EHESS, 2001-2025, https://thema.huma-num.fr. Two articles 
encapsulate the journey of ThEMA and describe its operations, Marie Anne Polo Polo de Beau-
lieu, Jacques Berlioz, Introduction. Le ThEMA: l’avenir d’une base de données sur Internet, in 
«Les Cahiers du Centre de Recherches Historiques. Archives», 35, 2005, https://doi.org/10.4000/
ccrh.3008, and Jean-Paul Rehr, Marie Anne Polo Polo de Beaulieu, Thesaurus Exemplorum Medii 
Aevi: une base de données collaborative sur les exempla médiévaux, in «Humanités numériques», 
4, 2021, https://doi.org/10.4000/revuehn.2630.
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History, the database of the CoMOR project,35 which sought to interlink metadata 
on merchants, markets, and people.

Both ThEMA and CoMOR offered online interfaces that balanced contribu-
tion with editorial control and peer-review workflows. Yet the form of collabo-
ration they fostered was additive rather than reflexive: contributors supplied or 
corrected records within a predefined framework whose structure remained stable 
over time. DEMALPS, by contrast, treats collaboration itself as a mode of histor-
ical reasoning. Work within the shared environment does not simply populate a 
database; it reshapes the framework through which evidence is interpreted. As 
researchers confront new archival material, categories, priorities, and even the 
architecture of the system evolve in response. 

The authors of this article first collaborated on Fairs in History, and it was 
from those experiences that DEMALPS drew its foundational lesson: that a 
historical database can be a shared workspace rather than a final deliverable; that 
collaboration and quality control must be built into its very architecture; and that 
continuity depends on designing a system historians can use, maintain, and rein-
terpret themselves (without recourse to technicians).

These principles, which govern both the infrastructure and the research 
workflow, define what we mean by a digital-native project in historical research. 
They are not technical conveniences but methodological positions – the condi-
tions that make collaborative historical inquiry possible at scale.
1.	 Early availability. The database is built and deployed from the outset of 

the project, allowing real data and experimentation to shape its structure 
through rapid, iterative improvement. The data and its application environ-
ment (“the database”) are available to the research team and the external 
research community.

2.	 Comprehensive integration. All components of research – communities, ar-
chives, records, and their taxonomies – are managed within a single system de-
signed for historians, not adapted post-hoc from generic technical frameworks.

3.	 Collaboration as priority. The platform enables real-time work among re-
searchers across regions; data entry, discussion, and verification occur in a 
shared online space rather than through local files or intermediary technicians.

4.	 Direct responsibility. Historians and palaeographers enter data themselves, 
including object images, without passing through technicians or secondary 
reformatting; this ensures scholarly accountability for every record.

5.	 Quality control. All entries pass through defined workflows, preserving the 
scholarly standards of peer review within the digital environment.

35. Jean Louis Gaulin, Susanne Rau, Fairs in History, ENS de Lyon, 2022, https://fairs-
in-history.huma-num.fr. On the CoMOR database, see Noémie Lacroix, Jean-Paul Rehr, Leif 
Scheuermann, Fairs in History: The Public Database of the CoMOR Project, in Jean-Louis Gaulin, 
Susanne Rau (eds.), Fairs, Cities and Merchants.  Spatiotemporal Analysis (14th-17th century), 
Berlin-Boston, De Gruyter-Brill, 2025, pp. 471-488, https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111621296-018.
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6.	 Transparency and traceability. Every record links directly to its archival ci-
tation and image, allowing verification of evidence and documenting each 
researcher’s intervention.

7.	 FAIR open data. Data and code are structured to be FAIR – that is Findable, 
Accessible, Interoperable, and Reusable – balancing internal collaboration 
with public dissemination.
Together these principles make DEMALPS not simply a database but a living 

infrastructure for collective historical research. What follows describes how that 
collaborative, reflexive environment took form – the architecture through which 
historians research together across the Alps and which is now open to the broader 
scholarly community.

4. Designing for discovery: agile principles in historical practice

Historians typically follow a working rhythm that has changed little in gener-
ations: go to the archives, transcribe, reflect – most often in solitude – before 
presenting conclusions to others. Cameras, spreadsheets, and transcription soft-
ware have accelerated parts of this cycle but have not altered its logic. Collabo-
ration, when it occurs, usually comes late, once material and interpretation are 
already fixed. Even large collective projects tend to coordinate more than they 
truly co-produce research.

The DEMALPS’ project priorities of speed and collaboration unsettled that 
rhythm. Because the project’s principal tool – the database – had to function from 
the outset, design and research evolved together. Each transcription and anno-
tation shaped the system’s structure and was immediately visible to others. To 
manage that simultaneity, we drew on principles familiar from agile develop-
ment – flexible, incremental design, early deployment, iterative testing and 
improvement – and on the notion of a minimum viable product (MVP). These 
ideas provided a pragmatic framework for a historian-driven collaboration: they 
offered tools for working amid uncertainty and for keeping interpretation open 
while progress remained measurable.36

36. The agile methodology and MVP concepts referenced here are drawn from software 
development practices, adapted for historical research rather than adopted wholesale. While 
“agile” is often dated to a 2001 manifesto, extensive debate has since ensued far beyond its original 
business-oriented formulations. The principles are adapted here specifically to address historical 
research challenges – preserving source fidelity and while enabling collaborative iteration – rather 
than displacing traditional scholarly methods. The literature on agile methodology is vast, with 
useful overviews having been complemented in the last ten years with specific case studies of 
applications. Pragmatic overviews are therefore best found in older literature, including the vener-
able Pekka Abrahamsson et al., Agile Software Development Methods: Review and Analysis, arXiv 
preprint, 25.09.2017, available at https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.1709.08439 (originally published 
as: Pekka Abrahamsson et al., Agile Software Development Methods: Review and Analysis, VTT 
Publication 478, Espoo, 2002), see especially sections 1-3.
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a)	 Minimum Viable Product as historical epistemology. In software design, a 
minimum viable product is a working version that delivers core function-
ality early enough to test it in practice. In DEMALPS the concept became 
a methodological stance: build the smallest possible framework that still 
enables meaningful engagement with the sources.  Whenever we faced a 
choice between structuring and observing, we favoured observation.  For 
example, names, offices, and assembly types were entered as they appeared 
in the records, and we resisted imposing typologies; controlled vocabularies 
and ontologies were deferred until sufficient volumes and comparative expe-
rience makes their creation a reflection of the source. This minimal approach 
safeguarded fidelity to the evidence and prevented premature, possibly 
distorting abstraction. The MVP principle thus translated into an ethic of 
sufficiency: create only the scaffolding required to begin historical research 
and reasoning, and let new layers of organisation emerge from use. The goal 
was not to engineer a finished product but to cultivate a space where the 
data’s own behaviour could guide future structure. Limiting the initial data-
base build became a way to preserve interpretive freedom.

b)	 Rapid Prototyping and Source Engagement. Where the MVP defined how 
much to build, rapid prototyping governed how to build it. Early in the 
project, researchers compiled large spreadsheets mapping archives and 
communities across the Alps. When an initial online interface was ready 
to receive that data, the discussion changed immediately. Seeing the mate-
rial in an interactive environment exposed assumptions that static tables 
had concealed. A field that seemed sensible on paper could collapse when 
tested against an actual record. Deciding whether to use a dropdown list 
(controlled vocabulary) or a free-text field (transcription), or whether what 
precisely an “act” was in a deliberation, required interpretive judgment, 
not mere technical choice. The prototype became a heuristic instrument: 
manipulating it was a way of asking historical questions. Each rapid iter-
ation of the interface generated new understanding. The screen layout, the 
order of fields, even scrolling through long participant lists revealed dimen-
sions of the sources that had gone unnoticed. Prototyping, in this sense, 
did not follow interpretation – it produced it. Interface design became an 
extension of archival reading, turning theoretical debate into direct, test-
able interaction with evidence.

c)	 Iteration as Collective, Collaborative Interpretation. In most historical schol-
arship, iteration happens privately, through successive drafts. In DEMALPS 
it became collective and continuous. Every record entered into the shared 
environment was visible to the entire team; each modification could spark 
immediate discussion. Researchers working in different archives or languages 
engaged in a rolling process of critique and adjustment, not only of the data-
base use and functionality, but of how they looked at records not just from 
an individual research perspective, but viewed through the lens of needs and 
possibilities in collaboration and comparative research.
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	 This collaborative iteration soon reshaped the data model itself. For example, 
our initial structure treated the names of people in the council proceedings as 
attendees, and the acts of the proceedings (voting, etc.) as related to all persons 
in attendance. Substantive early indexing of different deliberations revealed 
complexity: certain deliberation acts could involve only certain people, or 
each act involved people in different ways beyond just “attending” them. As 
such we needed to rethink the model, moving from a flat unidirectional rela-
tionship between the participants and acts of deliberations to a web of rela-
tions between them. Had we persisted with the early model and fitting sources 
to it (founded on a small sample and a theory of how assemblies worked), 
the historical reality would have been distorted. Although one can argue it is 
simply trying to “reflect reality”, that technical revision was also an histor-
ical interpretation: it embodied a claim about how communal deliberations 
occurred. Often historical projects fall into reification of working models into 
their sources either because of time invested (“sunk cost”, coming back to 
agile concepts) or no budget or time for a programmer to rewrite code or ask 
researchers to redo the work. Through these cycles of testing and refinement, 
the system grew closer to the logic of the sources. Iteration was not just a tech-
nical workflow; it became a method of reasoning together. The evolving data-
base recorded not only information but the dialogue and negotiation through 
which that information acquired meaning.

d)	 Agile Infrastructure as Scholarly Method. Agile practice values transparen-
cy, accountability, and responsiveness. Re-cast for historical research, these 
same principles define scholarly integrity. A historian-built infrastructure 
inevitably encodes assumptions about evidence, authority, and verifica-
tion; recognising and documenting those assumptions is part of the meth-
od. Several design decisions in DEMALPS made such assumptions explicit. 
Repeated transcription of long lists of recurring names slowed data entry, 
prompting development of a tool to copy and edit participant lists between 
meetings. What began as a convenience led to a methodological insight: rep-
etition was not data entry distraction but evidence of continuity in communal 
life. Similarly, careful attenuation to the structure of “events” within deliber-
ations revealed a greater complexity of collective decision-making.

	 These choices became what can be called infrastructural arguments – posi-
tions materialised in code and interface. Because historians themselves de-
signed and used the system, scholarly responsibility remained visible: each 
record links to its archival citation and image, and every revision is versioned 
and attributable. The infrastructure therefore performs, within its architecture, 
the same principles – verification, transparency, and critical dialogue – that 
guide historical research. Agile ideals of openness and accountability find their 
scholarly analogue here, not as metaphors but as practical conditions of work.

e)	 From Framework to Practice. Agile and MVP principles offered DEMALPS 
a language and structure for managing uncertainty while keeping research 
active. They were never ends in themselves, nor external templates im-
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posed on historical work, but reference points for acting quickly, testing 
ideas, all while maintaining fidelity to evidence and making visible our de-
cisions. Through this adaptation, the act of building infrastructure became 
a form of historical practice – collaborative, reflexive, and transparent. The 
resulting database embodies both the data and the reasoning that produced it. 
The next section turns from these methodological foundations to their con-
crete outcome: the DEMALPS research environment and the growing corpus 
of assemblies and their deliberations now accessible through it. 

5. The DEMALPS research environment

The DEMALPS research environment (also referred to as the “DEMALPS 
database”) has reached early maturity: a significant set of data with browsing 
and searching interfaces providing access to it. The data is structured around 
three interlinked components (as initially previewed in section 2) – communi-
ties, archives, and records, thousands of which are already interacting and acces-
sible through a variety of interfaces. The database also provides workflow and 
publishing controls, and a complement of additional features that support FAIR 
data practices. The description and interaction of all these elements follow.37

Communities.  The principal parameter for communities studied in 
DEMALPS are settlements that fall in the boundaries of the western territorial arc 
of the Alpine Convention (AC). The database indexes all of them falling within 
the Alps of France, Italy, and Switzerland, but also adds to them communities 
that may be outside that boundary (as a location of an archive that holds rele-
vant materials, or as a place referred to by a source issued from, or referenced 
within, the AC).38 There are 2,128 distinct communities currently referenced in 
sources in the DEMALPS database, as either centres of production of the sources 
or mentioned in them. The great majority of these communities are still extant, 
however on occasion we encounter communities which have disappeared or 
merged. In the case of disappearance, we annotate it as “historical” with a date of 
appearance. Where settlements have merged into others, that too is documented 
by cross linking of communities, creating a traceable chain.  Nevertheless, all 
communities in the database carry geo-coordinate and elevation data, potentially 
important factors in spatial analysis of community relations and in understanding 
the transmission of archival materials over time. For convenience of researchers, 
communities in the database are provided with their modern department/prov-
ince/canton and their country which allow filtering of browsing, searching, and 
mapping interfaces. As mentioned, communities occur in the database as phys-
ical bases of sources (e.g. issuing from a place of assembly), as a reference in a 

37. The following is a high-level view. The online interface provides much more detail of 
data schema, organization, taxonomy and tools for exploration at https://demalps.com/user-guides.

38. http://demalps.com/communities.
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source (e.g. mention of one community in the deliberation of another), but also 
the modern settlement for archival holdings subject to research (e.g. Archives 
Départementales d’Alpes-de-Haute-Provence in Digne-les-Bains).

Archives.  The DEMALPS project consults numerous types of archives: 
municipal, state, ecclesiastic, and private.39 Archives containing material relevant 
for the DEMALPS project are connected to sources in two ways. The first are the 
inventories which claim to represent the holdings of the archive. These invento-
ries can be contemporary, or they may have been compiled in the consolidation 
of archives in the nineteenth century, or, in some cases, drawn up in the early 
modern or medieval period (in the latter case the inventory becomes a source 
itself!). These inventories – online, in books or PDFs, or on paper in the archives 
– are the starting point of the DEMALPS research process.  For each archive 
inventory we review, we detail the nature of the inventory, a link to access it or 
download it (if possible) and its general relevance for the project (even if they 
are of no research interest to us, we still provide the work product). Where the 
inventory reveals sources of potential interest, the database contains a careful 
indexing of their content by community. This index includes an assessment of 
potential deliberations, statutes, fiscal, and other records. Researchers will find 
that we have thus far discovered potential research materials for 2,111 commu-
nities across 535 French, Italian, and Swiss archives. These numbers reflect the 
theoretical base of research materials according to the archive’s own records and 
thus serve as the basis for our research missions where we may discover more 
or less sources than those claimed in the (sometimes ancient) inventories. The 
database indicates precisely those archives we have visited (48 to date). Those 
sources that we do consult become the second layer of data connected to archives 
– records – discussed in the next section. The DEMALPS research environment 
thus provides not only archival sources, but an understanding of the entire source 
base for the western Alps through the archival inventories. The researcher can 
quickly assess, through map-based explorers and browsable, filterable lists, the 
distribution of research materials for projects and a meta-analysis of the transmis-
sion of community documents (see fig. 2).40

Records.  Historical sources selected in archival missions for entry in the 
database become “records” in DEMALPS nomenclature.41 We determine 
two types of records, “documents” and “collections”, the latter functioning as 
containers for the former. In practical terms, the sources we are currently inves-
tigating and entering are council proceedings, thus a collection in the database 
may be a registry of deliberations (a codex, a roll), and then each deliberation a 

39. http://demalps.com/archives.
40. The intensity of colour indicates the depth of archival inventories found for a given 

community, with an additional yellow flag indicating when we have indexed the documents in the 
database (metadata, transcriptions, etc.). The pop-up on a community displays further details of the 
materials found for the community, with links to the archival inventories and the indexed records 
themselves. The map can be filtered through many facets, seen in the right-hand panel.

41. http://demalps.com/records.
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“document” (a folio, a segment of a roll). The user can see the relations between 
the two at a glance, and may browse within a specific collection. The model for 
data captured for a given record is dependent on the source type, for example 
deliberations, testaments, statutes, franchises, inter alia. But the models share a 
common base that allows them to be analysed as a digital corpus through such 
dimensions as people, places, and actions. Below we will focus on the model of 
council proceedings (sometime referred to as deliberations).

Document records are composed of a six-part model:42

1.	 Archival information. Every record is identified by archive, shelf marks, fo-
lio or other location marks, as well its composition (codex, roll, etc.), support 
(parchment, paper, etc.), languages, and any remarks on condition and location.

2.	 Source Images. The DEMALPS researchers are tasked with taking pictures 
or scans of sources if they are not already available from the archive. Wheth-
er produced by the team or the archival institution, if rights permit it the 
images are made freely accessible through a viewer on the site. The user may 
further download those same images under Creative Commons license. 

3.	 Production context. If it exists, notarial subscription, witnesses, and other 
data related to the production of the document.

42. Collections contain only four of the six components: archival reference, a production 
context and its own bibliography. They inherit images from their constituent documents, and 
the content is contained within the documents inside a collection – the collection thus acts as a 
“wrapper” for many documents.

Fig. 2. DEMALPS database map interface showing the communities in Hautes-Alpes, France (blue 
markers) and the province of Cuneo, Italy (purple markers).
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4.	 Topic Keywords. A controlled vocabulary of topics and themes applicable to 
the entire record (differentiated from those applied to actions in the content). 

5.	 Bibliography. Although much of the material being investigated by 
DEMALPS has never been studied, there are opportunities to link it to 
bibliographic references that may shed light on the source, its contents or 
context, whether studies or editions. The researcher can link the source to 
bibliographic references that are listed in the DEMALPS public project 
bibliography (see below in Open Data).

6.	 Content. The content of a deliberation is subdivided into three subsections. The 
first concerns the context of the assembly: where it takes place, what commu-
nity or communities it represents, who convened it. The second is the identi-
fication of attendees, with additional flags for indicating whether there were 
declared absentees, and whether (rarely, it seems) women were involved.43 The 
final section is related to what was described in section four above, an infinite 
list of actions of the assembly, which in DEMALPS taxonomy are referred to 
as the events. Each event itself carries a combination of elements:
–	 Action Type. A controlled list of actions including vote, election, inter-

ventions, inter alia. This is accompanied by a transcription.
–	 Related Persons. Persons mentioned related to this action, as transcrip-

tion.
–	 Related Communities. Communities mentioned related to this action as 

link to community index.
–	 Topics. A controlled list of topics and themes specifically related to this 

assembly action.
–	 Each event may also have public researcher remarks, and a set of tran-

scriptions.
At present, the database represents 268 collections containing 4,384 records 

of deliberations involving 52,304 named attendees across 9,514 assembly or 
deliberation events.

Controlled Vocabularies and References.  Beyond the community index, 
the DEMALPS research environment currently deploys two major index refer-
ence site-wide. The first is a controlled list of topics and themes created by the 
DEMALPS team for tagging records. These topics act as facets and filters for 
search and exploration across the interfaces, as well as having a specific page 
for researchers to start by exploring the 25 topics individually.44 The second is an 
ongoing public project bibliography hosted on Zotero.45 Bibliographic references 
may be tagged on records, communities and archives.

43. A specific flag for female attendance is needed until an ontology of people is established 
for the project, at which point the ontology (or index) entries will carry this information.

44. https://www.demalps.com/topics.
45. Found at https://www.zotero.org/groups/5185987/demalps. The Zotero bibliography is 

also synchronized to appear in the database at https://www.demalps.com/bibliography.
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Workflow. Along with the development of models for the data, the team put 
in place a number of tools and features which adapt research processes and quality 
control measures to a digital-native environment. Some are prosaic in character, but 
adjust work patterns to reflect the intensity and needs of human-curated data. As the 
researchers are entering sources into the database, they can add their personal obser-
vations and notes in the same workspace (hidden from others), and while reviewing 
or browsing the records created by colleagues. These are organized and searchable 
from within the researcher’s own personal dashboard. The same goes for records 
that any logged-in researcher can mark as “favourite”, a bookmarking feature for 
quickly tagging an item to which the researcher wishes to return. These two fairly 
basic functions heighten the attention paid by researchers to their own contribu-
tions and how their contributions are used by their peers. All records start in a draft 
status, and the researcher must “publish” it in order to make it visible to public 
visitors. This creates a moment’s pause to reflect, «Is this in publishable state?» 
The stakes are greater than making a record visible – when a record is published it 
obtains a DOI and becomes citable as their work product (see next section).46 

Open Data. The DEMALPS as a digital-native project developed as a radi-
cally FAIR-inspired historical research effort. Our desire to make data available 
early was in order to make our hypotheses testable early and with ease, to be chal-
lenged and improved during the research journey through public collaboration 
and scrutiny. Our first effort is to ensure availability. All data are stored in TEI 
XML, an established open scholarly standard for textual data, ensuring long-term 
readability and interoperability. As mentioned above, the DEMALPS publishing 
process includes version-controlled deposits of the TEI files to Nakala which in 
turn generates a citable DOI for the records. Within the DEMALPS research envi-
ronment, the TEI files are also direct downloadable, as are other open format files: 
GeoJSON files for spatial analysis, and, once the DEMALPS persons ontology is 
eventually established, node and edge files for network analysis applications. All 
transcriptions, indexing and metadata published by DEMALPS are created in 
open formats and released under open licenses, and contain revision history and 
named contributors. The aim is practical transparency: historians can cite stable 
versions, inspect provenance, and reuse data without guessing how it was shaped. 
Moreover, the project commitment to transparency and verifiability extends to 
creating user guides for accessing data and understanding the context of our 
choices. The distribution of images is entirely subject to the policies of govern-
ment agencies and public and private archival institutions. While, for example, 
French law mandates public archival documents be released without restriction 
and not for profit (at least in an academic context), some regions or institutions do 
not have single policies and require case by case negotiation. 

The FAIR practices are underwritten by technological decisions that assure, 
insofar as possible, data permanency. While the project is hosted on university 

46. The potential proliferation of DOIs is avoided by assigning them on collections and not on 
individual records; in other words documents carry the DOI of their containing collection.
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servers, normally not subject to the vagaries of the market place, the database is 
an open source XML stack which can be quickly and painlessly re-established on 
alternate servers. This is secured by a two-fold strategy: the code for the database 
will soon appear on Github, and the data files themselves stored in the social 
sciences and humanities data repository Nakala, an infrastructure co-funded by 
the French National Research Agency.47

Risk management. The foregoing account of our agile, iterative workflow 
may risk presenting too optimistic a picture. In reality, this approach carries real 
challenges. Reorganizing data “on the fly” requires rebuilding parts of the corpus 
whenever the database model evolves. Early design decisions, sometimes taken 
with limited information, can solidify too quickly and obscure patterns that only 
emerge later. We cannot address these issues fully here – a separate article on the 
methodology is planned – but our approach incorporates “safeguards” at different 
levels. Constant dialogue between historians and programmers (including a histo-
rian-programmer on the team) ensures that technical choices never outpace histor-
ical reflection. Periods of focused development are followed by collective review, 
prompting reconsideration of structure and use. TEI, as our underlying format, 
provides a flexible container while exposing us to solutions tested in other projects, 
which helps validate ideas and challenge assumptions. As a team, we also accept 
the necessity of re-doing data, especially during early “alpha” and “beta” phases, 
and support this through clear documentation and training (of old and new team 
members). Regular cross-review of records by different researchers creates “pause 
and check” moments that allow us to bring forward doubts about the meaning or 
utility of fields and tools, or the basis of comparison between regions touched by 
the DEMALPS project. These practices temper the “productive volatility” of agile 
work with deliberate moments of methodological self-correction.

6. Frameworks and practices

The principles of “developing while researching” continue to guide the 
project’s evolution. Rather than imposing a technical framework on the historical 
material all at once, we are introducing structured tools gradually and always 
testing against our sources before moving forward. Fields in our database that were 
originally simple transcriptions, for instance, are beginning to attach controlled 
vocabularies and the first outlines of an emerging ontology – essentially a struc-
tured list of names, offices, and recurring expressions. These layers are designed 
for computational use, but they never replace the transcribed text itself. On the 
contrary, each act of “normalization” remains anchored in the sources.

This principle also shapes our current effort to transform the large, manually 
transcribed name database into what might be called a local ontology or histor-
ical thesaurus. To test how far the most repetitive tasks can be automated, we are 

47. Nakala is part of the Huma-Num infrastructure, see https://www.huma-num.fr/.
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experimenting with named-entity recognition and linking. In practice, this means 
combining narrowly scoped algorithms with recent large language models – what 
is now broadly termed “artificial intelligence” – to help identify individuals and 
places, track their appearances across the DEMALPS corpora, and generate 
indexes. The purpose is not to replace scholarly judgment but to reduce the most 
labour-intensive stages of compilation.

We are likewise evaluating whether advances in handwritten text recogni-
tion can support our workflow. Initial tests on fourteenth- and fifteenth-century 
notarial registers have so far yielded accuracies in transcription below fifty per 
cent, far from adequate for automatic transcription. Yet rapid progress in the 
field, including through projects such as COMMA mentioned above, indicates 
that substantial improvements are likely. Even partial success could enable mean-
ingful full-text searches across our archival images.

Finally, because the project now holds a large and growing body of images, 
we are considering the adoption of an IIIF-based infrastructure.48 Such a system 
would allow our digitized materials to be cited, reused, and exchanged across 
projects in a standardized, machine-readable manner, embedding DEMALPS 
more fully within the wider digital humanities ecosystem while maintaining our 
commitment to source-based historical work.

Taken together, these developments reflect DEMALPS’ broader under-
standing of what digital-native research requires. Each technical advance emerges 
from the same methodological commitment that shaped the initial design: keeping 
interpretive processes visible and accountable while allowing analytical capabil-
ities to evolve in response to new questions. The technical work is thus not a 
sequence of feature additions but a continuation of the core challenge of main-
taining transparency in digital historical research.

These considerations return us to a deeper methodological problem that has 
accompanied the project from the outset: how can digital infrastructures make the 
historian’s reasoning more visible rather than less? Georg Vogeler has articulated 
this challenge sharply. Traditional historical databases tend to obscure the interpre-
tive processes through which historians transform sources into structured knowl-
edge, creating difficulties for verification and reproducibility. Once evidence is 
normalized into fixed taxonomies and relational structures, the reasoning behind 
those choices becomes invisible within the database architecture, undermining 
the discipline’s commitment to transparent and falsifiable argumentation. Vogeler 
proposes RDF-embedded markup as one solution, preserving both source text 
and interpretive layers within semantic annotation.49 

48. IIIF (International Image Interoperability Framework) is a shared standard that lets insti-
tutions and projects present and exchange digitized images in a consistent way. It ensures that 
manuscripts, charters, and other image sources can be displayed, cited, and reused across different 
platforms. See the official site and documentation at https://iiif.io/.

49. Georg Vogeler, The ‘Assertive Edition’, in «International Journal of Digital Humanities», 
1/2, 2019, pp.  309-322, https://doi.org/10.1007/s42803-019-00025-5, especially the concluding 
remarks on pages 318-319.
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DEMALPS responds to the same epistemological problem through a different 
route. Instead of resolving transparency through machine-readable encoding 
standards, the project demonstrates how collaborative infrastructure development 
itself can render interpretive work visible. Decisions about representing assembly 
proceedings, for example, became explicit historical arguments about collective 
decision-making, debated and revised in real time. The collaborative environ-
ment ensured that interpretive choices were exposed to the entire research team, 
rather than concealed within predetermined structures. Building the infrastruc-
ture alongside interpretation thus created opportunities for discovery that tradi-
tional database models tend to hide. Making transcription and annotation visible 
across the team prompted new questions and connections that arose from shared 
engagement with sources, generating insights that would not have emerged from 
individual analysis of pre-structured data.

This collaborative model highlights a broader point about how digital 
methods can support, rather than undermine, the epistemological foundations of 
historical scholarship. Digital infrastructures can assist both traditional interpre-
tive work and quantitative analysis, but only if historians retain active control 
over how those tools develop, rather than adapting their research to externally 
imposed models. The approach is not without challenges: it demands a tolerance 
for uncertainty and a willingness to rebuild systems as understanding deepens. Yet 
for projects where collective interpretation may reveal patterns invisible to indi-
vidual researchers, “developing while researching” offers a practical method-
ological alternative. It preserves disciplinary commitments to evidence-based 
reasoning while opening new possibilities for collaborative historical inquiry that 
remain transparent and verifiable.
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