
 

APPENDIX C

CHARTERS OF URBAN LIBERTIES

Th e oldest charters of liberties of Holland towns that have been pre-
served date from the fi rst decades of the 13th century and relate to two 
towns in the southern part of the county: Geertruidenberg (1213) and 
Dordrecht (1220 or 1221). Dordrecht, situated in the river delta of 
Rhine and Meuse, had developed into a small centre of the interna-
tional river trade in wine, grain, wood and salt in the course of the 12th 
century. Geertruidenberg was situated on the overland route between 
Holland and the southern Low Countries, close to the Brabant border. 
By the time it received urban privileges, it was probably not  much 
more than a village. In the late 12th century some of the earlier settle-
ments on the sandy strip behind the dunes began to develop into towns. 
Haarlem, Delft , Alkmaar and Leiden all acquired charters of liberties 
in the middle of the 13th century. In the last decades of that century 
urbanisation accelerated. Trade and urban industries expanded, exist-
ing towns grew and new ones emerged. By the middle of the 14th cen-
tury most of these towns had been granted urban liberties.5

List of charters of liberties referred to in Chapter 7:6

Town Date charter of 
liberties

Edition of charter used

Geertruidenberg 1213 OHZ I, no. 334
Dordrecht 1220/1221 and 1252 OHZ I, nos. 406 and 910
Haarlem 1245 OHZ II, no. 672–673;

Hoogewerf, Haarlemse stadsrecht
Delft 1246 OHZ II, no. 680
Alkmaar 1254 OHZ II, no. 1009
Leiden 1266 OHZ III, no. 1433
Schiedam 1270 OHZ III, no. 1524; Van der Feijst, 

Geschiedenis van Schiedam, 292–294

5 For a survey of the history of urbanisation, see Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Van waterland 
tot stedenland’, 118–120, and De Boer, ‘Op weg naar volwassenheid’.

6 A survey of all charters of urban liberties in the present-day Netherlands is pre-
sented by Cox, Repertorium stadsrechten.
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Methodological aspects

As elsewhere in Europe, liberties were oft en derived from models 
used in other towns. In Holland the best known and largest ‘family’ of 
charters is the Brabant-Holland fi liation. A large part of the Haarlem 
charter of 1245 was based on the liberties of the Brabant town of Den 
Bosch. In turn, a draft  version of the Haarlem charter served as a model 
for several other towns in Holland. Th e liberties of a group of smaller 
towns on the islands in the southwestern part of Holland and in 
Zeeland—Brielle and Goedereede among them—form a second, more 
loosely associated fi liation.7 Other towns, for instance Dordrecht, 
Leiden and Amsterdam, had liberties of local origin, unrelated to 
either of these two fi liations.

Th e use of charters of urban liberties in historical research involves 
some methodological problems that are best understood by looking 
at the charters’ original function. First and foremost, they aimed at 
offi  cially establishing or confi rming the position of the town as a 
separate administrative and jurisdictional district with a certain degree 
of autonomy. Charters of urban liberties were never meant to be com-
prehensive law codes. Th ere was no need for anything of the kind: 
unwritten customary law met the normal requirements of urban 

(Cont.)

Town Date charter of 
liberties

Edition of charter used

Vlaardingen 1273 OHZ III, no. 1632
Vianen 1336 De Geer, ‘Rechten van Vianen’
Rotterdam 1340 Van Mieris, Groot Charterboek II, 638–640
Amsterdam 1342 Van der Laan, Oorkondenboek van 

Amsterdam, no. 49
Naarden 1353 Van Mieris, Groot Charterboek II, 847–848
Brielle 1330 and 1343 Cappon and van Engen, 

‘Stadsrechtoorkonden van Brielle’
Goedereede 1312 Pols, ‘Bevestiging’

 7 For the Brabant-Holland fi liation, see Kruisheer, Stadsrechtoorkonden van 
Haarlem, Delft  en Alkmaar; for the fi liation on the Zuid-Holland and Zeeland islands, 
Cappon and Van Engen, ‘Stad door stadsrecht?’
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 8 Van Engen, ‘Geen schraal terrein’, 73–74, 77; Kruisheer, Stadsrechtoorkonden van 
Haarlem, Delft  en Alkmaar, 60.

 9 Telting, ‘Oude rechten van ’s-Gravenzande’, 382.
10 Kruisheer, ‘Oudste Leidse stadsrechtoorkonden’; Kruisheer, ‘Oudste Zeeuwse 

stadsrechtoorkonden’; Kruisheer, Stadsrechtoorkonden van Haarlem, Delft  en Alkmaar. 
A summary of the conclusions on the charters of Haarlem, Delft  and Alkmaar and on 
the towns of Zeeland is given by Kruisheer, ‘Stadsrechtbeoorkonding’.

society well enough. Th e need for recording was probably felt only 
when new rules were introduced, particularly if these rules deviated 
materially from customary law. Th e charters therefore only show a 
small part of the rules and practices that were actually being used, and 
they sometimes tend to stress the exceptional instead of the regular.8

Nevertheless, the charters provided a useful legal framework for 
many years. Th is is demonstrated by the codifi cation of local rules and 
customs drawn up by the authorities of the small town of ’s-Graven-
zande in 1448. In this document the paragraphs from Haarlem’s  charter 
of liberties, by then 200 years old, were taken as point of departure. 
Although some rules were referred to as outdated, most of the 13th-
century regulations on contract enforcement were clearly still consid-
ered valid in the middle of the 15th century.9

Historiography

Until recently studies of the charters of liberties in the Holland towns—
particularly of the mid 13th-century charters—largely focused on their 
origins. Jaap Kruisheer was one of the main representatives of this 
strain of research. In his studies of several charters of urban liberties of 
towns in Holland and Zeeland, he invariably arrived at the same con-
clusion: the charters were granted on the initiative of the burgesses, 
who wished to have both their locally evolved rules and the results of 
negotiations with the count on their rights and privileges offi  cially 
confi rmed. In support of this conclusion Kruisheer pointed to aspects 
such as the presence of preliminary versions of the charters in urban 
archives and changes from the subjective to the objective style, sug-
gesting the incorporation in the charter of pre-existing local laws.10 
Henri Camps opposed the view of Kruisheer and argued that in the 
case of the charters of Haarlem, Alkmaar and Delft  not the urban com-
munity but the count must have been the initiator. Th e charters of 
these towns, according to Camps, refl ect an attempt of the count to 
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11 Camps, Stadsrechten Willem II.
12 An example of this approach is the volume edited by Rutte and Engen, 

Stadswording in de Nederlanden.
13 Rutte, Stedenpolitiek en stadsplanning. For Holland, see pages 119–143.
14 Henderikx, ‘Graaf en stad’, 57–58, 61–62.

reinforce his position: day-to-day administration was delegated to the 
town government, but only in return for fi xed fi nancial and military 
obligations.11

Th e debate between Kruisheer and Camps was not only polemic in 
tone, it was also rather limited in character. It concentrated very much 
on the analysis of the documents and their genesis, with little refer-
ence to the historical context. Surprisingly perhaps, the regulations in 
the charter and what they had to say about medieval urban society 
were also not explored very thoroughly. In more than one respect the 
debate has recently taken a new direction. Th e scope has broadened: 
diplomatic research has established fi rmer links with historical, archae-
ological and geographical studies on the genesis of towns.12 Interest in 
the role of the ruler has also been renewed, this time not as a contrast 
to the autonomous development of towns, but as its complement. It has 
become clear that besides towns that developed mainly as a result of 
improved economic opportunities and the initiative of the inhabitants, 
there is also a category of towns where lordly infl uence was more 
prominent. Rulers promoted the rise of these towns, because to 
them they were instruments with which to achieve political goals.13 
Moreover, even for the towns that did develop more or less autono-
mously, the role of the count should not be overlooked: the early his-
tory of the oldest towns of Holland shows a strong interconnection 
between their roles as residential, administrative and military centres 
of the count and their social, economic and institutional development 
as urban settlements.14
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