
1



2



The project is being developed in four stages: 
Firstly, the digitisation of the images, for the moment centred in the period 1768-
1805.
Secondly, the transcription (layout detection + automatic transcription), from which 
we obtain a labelled plain text with geometry. As we will explain later, this plain text 
allows us to obtain some results. However, in order to increase the analytical 
potential, the plain text is structured into a database, which will be the main 
instrument for the study of social change.
This procedure makes it possible the analysis of our 135.000 documents, which was 
impossible using the traditional methods. We have estimated that the construction of 
a database manually would have needed 117.000 hours of work, that is, for example, 
the work of 6 students, 15 hours a week during 25 years!
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The first of its advantages is the wide range of notarial documents that it contains. It 
includes notarial acts such as sales and purchase agreements, leasing and 
emphyteutic contracts, credit operations (of diverse types, especially census and 
liabilities), marriage contracts, etc. To this diversity of operations, we may also add its 
considerable representativeness and its limited social bias, since Catalonia was a 
region having a strong tradition of visits to the notaries, even by the more humble 
groups. All this contributed to enrich the volume of information contained in the 
source. 
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The geographic and temporal coverage of the source is another of its strong 
advantages. It collects, in a centralised manner, all information relating to a relatively 
extensive area, including those notarial deeds formalised in notary offices outside the 
region. Working with regional areas allows us to reach beyond the local level. In 
terms of chronology, the source covers a period of intense institutional change, 
including the transition of a society of the Ancien Régime to a liberal one.
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After a period of initial development of the project and training the transcription 
system taking as a basis the 1769 volume, the mass transcription started in January 
2019.
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Now, we have the first 5 volumes transcripted and the first 4 with their data 
structured into a database.
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The transcription system has been trained with the typeface of 1769. For this reason, 
one of the most important uncertainties is how the transcription will work when the 
typeface changes, especially from the last decade of the eighteenth century, when 
changes are more pronounced. It may be necessary to carry out a new training 
process.
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What we obtain with the transcription process is:

1. A file of plain text for each image with labels that are used to: a) distinguish text 
regions; b) qualify some words as anthroponyms, place names or occupations.
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For example...
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The result is a transcript with a certain margin of error. Some errors, such as page 
numbers or gender concordance, are irrelevant.

14



Other errors are easily recognizable and amendable. For example, many place names 
or the name of the notary.
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Others are more difficult or impossible to correct, like anthroponyms, incorrect 
labelling and not transcribed (or badly transcribed) words. The use of this technique 
implies the assumption of a certain margin of error, not as different as, for example, 
the tools widely used to find words in historical press. 
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Until now, there were two ways of working with the data contained in a source like 
the Registry of Deeds. Both of these methods, represented on the left hand side of 
the graph, required the prior selection of materials and have been experimented in 
the books of the Registries of Deeds of Girona. The first consisted of selecting those 
contracts in which the elite were the key actors. For example: deeds of sale of estates 
having a value exceeding 1000 Catalan pounds or marriage contracts with dowries 
exceeding this same quantity. But this form of action, while offering some interesting 
results, makes it difficult to reconsider our opinion of the importance of the elite in 
history. The second consisted of examining all of the deeds corresponding to specific 
years. The results of this were quite spectacular, given that they highlighted an 
unexpected key role of the humble groups, highlighting the bias that may result when 
exploring social dynamism when only data from the elite or dominant groups is 
available. Given that these results came from relatively short periods of one year, the 
problem was how to correctly interpret the social changes that were detected 
between them. Did they occur quite suddenly or were they more gradual? Were they 
the result of some historic event? For example: regarding the changes observed in 
1841, compared to those from 1806, were they the result of the Liberal Revolution? 
In order to appropriately respond to these questions, it is necessary to analyse 
additional years. However, the selection of the years may once again contaminate the 
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results. The only solution would be to conduct an exhaustive examination, year after 
year, of all of the data. However, the costs of this research would be very high.
The methodology used in this project, represented on the right hand side of the 
graph, is quite different from what has been completed to date. Not only it makes it 
possible to work with more data. It is also a huge step forward from an analytical 
point of view, given that it allows 1) to formulate questions regarding social change, 
which do not condition their responses beforehand; and 2) in the likely case that the 
obtained responses give rise to new questions, to be capable of responding to them 
without the need to go back to the starting point. 
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In this framework, we have detected two processes of social change previous to the 
crisis of the Ancien Régime:
a) The emergence of a new relatively enriched group (those who were called 

menestrals since the end of the eighteenth century) from the humblest ranges of 
the rural society: the so-called treballadors (literally, workers).

b) The consolidation of a group of landowners, from peasant origins, which turns 
into dominant class.

We are going to focus our attention on the former.
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In order to test the possibilities of the database obtained using the transcripts for the 
study of humble rural groups, we are going to show some very preliminary results 
offered by just 4 books referred to 2 years, from June 1768 to June 1770.
In the first place, it is necessary to stress the fact that those humble groups (those 
labelled as trabajador and jornalero) had a strong presence in the Registry of Deeds. 
They are the second most frequent group, only after farmers.
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They were especially present in the land market (there were treballadors in more 
than 60% of sale/purchase deeds and emphyteutic contracts), but also in the credit 
market (arround 40% of annuities and loans with treballadors), marriage contracts 
(47,52%) or inventories (34,4%).
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A key question is whether it is possible to identify the role of each participant in the 
deeds. We have tested it in the case of treballadors’ role in sale/purchase deeds.
2.616 treballadors appear in 1.354 sale/purchase deeds. Using the procedure of 
identification through position respect the key word, we can deduce their role as is 
shown in the table. 
It is worth noting that we find more or less the same number of treballadors as 
sellers and as purchasers, being the first case slightly higher than the second one.
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Another key question is whether it is possible to reconstitute individual trajectories. 
We use a nominal record linking procedure based on name and surname, social label 
(considering trabajador, jornalero and bracero as equivalents) and place of residence. 
If there is a total coincidence in all these items, we consider that the individuals are 
the same. When some information, such as place of residence, is missing, we assign a 
revisable linking. Finally, records do not meet identification criteria when some items 
are clearly different, as can be seen in the example.
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The results of this procedure is that, for the short period of two years, we can link 
1.771 registers (13% of those referred to treballadors) involving 630 individuals. We 
consider that this is not a small figure, taking into account that we are analysing just 
two years.
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