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ISAD OF THE MUNICIPAL FONDS OF BILBAO 

Identification area 

Reference code ES 48020 AHFB/BFHA U48020 

Title Municipal Archive of Bilbao 

Date(s) 1300 – 1945 

Level of description Fond 

Extent and medium of the unit of description − Linear metres: 1409 l/m 
− Boxes: 8362 
− Books: 916 
− Folders: 79 
− Bundles: 104 
− Number of case files: 213.808 
Paper. 

Context area 

Name of creator Local Authority of Bilbao 

Institutional history The Villa of Bilbao occupied second place in 
the General Councils of the Feudal Domain 
of Biscay representing the towns and city. 
Traces have been found at the summit of 
Monte Malmasín of an ancient settlement 
dating from the 3rd or 2nd Century B.C. 
Monte Avril and Monte Archanda also 
revealed traces of burials 6,000 years ago. 
Meanwhile, there are remnants of the 11th 
or 12th Century city walls underneath the 
church of San Antón. 
Bilbao was one of the first municipalities to 
emerge from the great drive to found towns 
conducted by the Crown of Castile during 
the 14th Century, during which 70% of the 
towns in Biscay were created. Lord Diego 
López de Haro V founded the town of Bilbao 
by means of a Town Charter dated 15 June 
1300 in Valladolid, confirmed by King 
Ferdinand IV of Castile in Burgos on 4 
January 1301. The Lord of Biscay 
established the new town on the right bank 
of Bilbao Estuary, on land corresponding to 
the parish of Begoña, granting it the Fuero 
de Logroño devolved authority agreement. 



 

2 

Institutional history In 1310, María Díaz de Haro, the niece of 
Lord Diego and new Lady of Biscay, granted 
it a new settlement charter, further 
extending its trading privileges, and making 
the town a necessary stepping stone for all 
trade heading from Castile to the sea. 
Specifically, this second Town Charter 
established that the road from Orduña to 
Bermeo, at the time the most important 
trading route in the Feudal Domain, should 
pass through Bilbao (Bridge of San Antón) 
rather than Etxebarri, which was in turn 
granted exclusive rights to trade throughout 
the estuary, as far as Las Arenas. This served 
to strengthen Bilbao's trading strength, to 
the detriment of Bermeo. In 1372, the future 
King Juan I of Castile further extended the 
privileges, removing duties on goods leaving 
and entering the town, and also 
concentrating iron transport. 
This led to the port of Bilbao gradually 
acquiring greater importance on European 
trading routes, in particular those linked to 
the ports in Flanders and Great Britain, and 
to a lesser extent France, Portugal and Italy, 
as well as to Seville and Barcelona on the 
Spanish mainland.  
In 1443, the church of San Antón was 
consecrated, one of the oldest buildings in 
the city, which had previously served as a 
fortress. On 5 September 1483, Queen 
Isabel I of Castile travelled to the town in 
person to swear her oath to the 'fuero' 
devolution agreements. Her husband, 
Ferdinand II of Aragon, had already issued 
his own in Guernica in 1476. 
On 21 June 1511, Queen Juana I of Castile 
approved the ordinances for the founding of 
the "Consulate of Bilbao, House of Contracts 
and Court of Marine and Terrestrial 
Businessmen" which became the most 
influential institution in the town for several 
centuries, holding jurisdiction over the 
estuary, improvement and maintenance 
works, and many other aspects concerning 
trade. The Consulate served to make the 
port of Bilbao one of the most important in 
Spain. 
In 1602, it was designated as capital of 
Biscay, an honour previously held by 
Bermeo. It was not until 1631, though, that 
the Feudal Domain and the towns signed an 
agreement bringing to an end the litigation 
resulting from this matter, establishing Bilbao 
as the capital of Biscay. 
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Institutional history The conflict between the Feudal Domain of 
Biscay, the rural world, and the city of 
Bilbao, proved a constant throughout 
history. Over time, the loss of influence on 
the part of parishes compared with the city 
of Bilbao, its economic pre-eminence over 
the entire surrounding area, and the need to 
break free from the narrow constraints 
granted by the town charters, were to lead 
to the elimination of the municipalities of 
Begoña, Abando and Deusto, which were 
annexed to Bilbao between the late 19th 
and first quarter of the 20th Centuries.  
Bilbao has been the economic hub of the 
Basque country since the days of the 
Consulate, mainly thanks to the trade in 
products from Castile via its port, although it 
was not until the 19th Century that it 
experienced significant development based 
on iron mining operations and the steel 
industry. These activities served as the driver 
for maritime trade, port activity and 
shipbuilding. In 1857, the Bank of Bilbao was 
founded and in 1901 the Bank of Biscay. 
The Bilbao Stock Exchange was established 
in 1890. 
Mining was the town's primary activity. 
Biscay's high-quality iron ore, the mining of 
which was legally protected from 1526 
onwards, was exported throughout Europe. 
In the 20th Century, 90% of iron from 
Biscay was exported to Spanish cities and 
the rest of the continent. It was not until the 
second half of the 19th Century that the 
steelmaking industry developed, thanks to 
the resources and transport connections 
offered by the city.  
All of which resulted in constant population 
growth throughout history, particularly at the 
end of the 19th Century and the second half 
of the 20th Century. 
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Archival history The Municipal Archive of Bilbao was set up 
together with the founding of the Villa itself 
in 1300. It began from this point to store the 
documentation that would ultimately 
become the most copious of any 
municipality in Biscay.  
The concern with conserving essential 
documents for the life of the city was a 
constant factor, demonstrated throughout 
the centuries in a range of documentation. In 
1728, for example, a Royal Provision was 
issued by Felipe V, prohibiting the removal 
of original documents from the Archive. 
An individual was put in charge of organising 
the fonds from an early date. At least from 
the 17th Century onwards, the Municipal 
Accountant also held the position of 
Archivist. From the 19th Century onwards, 
this position was held by the municipal 
secretary, or otherwise the staff of the 
municipal secretariat, before being 
transferred to historians in the 20th Century. 
The succession of archivists includes Lázaro 
de Hormaechea in the 17th Century. Over 
the course of the 18th Century, he was 
followed by Manuel de Ulibarri, Estalisnao de 
Viar, Marcos de Aranguren, Antonio de Viar 
and José Ventura de Goitia. Those holding 
the position in the 19th Century include 
Silverio de Eguia, Eusebio Larraondo, 
Valentín de Aldana, José María Gaviria and 
José Núñez. The 20th-Century archivists 
were Teófilo Guiard and Manuel Basas, and 
lastly, after the position had been left vacant 
for many years, it was assigned to the 
current archivist, Almudena Toribio Rey.  
Over the centuries, the Archive grew 
continuously, and very soon needed new 
description instruments to be established so 
as to locate the documents. The oldest that 
still remains dates back to 1611. These are 
large books organised by document type, 
with a signature entity referring to the box 
where the papers were held. In 1758, a new 
organisation was established based on 
individual index books, with each of them 
describing the Archive, document by 
document. General index books were 
subsequently drawn up between 1754 and 
1758. 
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Archival history A vast amount of documentation was 
generated during the War of Independence 
and the First Carlist War. This went hand-in-
hand with the increasingly complex 
administrative and bureaucratic structure of 
the municipality. Given the situation of 
economic crisis that followed these armed 
conflicts, the archive was no longer a 
priority, and in the final decade of the 
century it had been practically abandoned, a 
circumstance to which its location at the old 
Town Hall likewise contributed.  
The situation improved dramatically between 
the late 19th and early 20th Centuries. First 
of all, because the archivists modernised the 
archive system after launching a 
documentation entry system based on 
dispatch lists which were in turn used as an 
inventory, and also organised all the 
documentation from the 19th Century that 
had been left unordered, using a modern 
classification table for this purpose. 
Secondly, because following a number of 
initiatives to improve the physical location of 
the archive and expand it, it was transferred 
to the upper floor of the new Town Hall. 
As a result of this whole modernisation 
process, the sections were organised in a 
topographical manner. For the first time in 
the history of the Archive, the local authority 
decided to appoint a committee responsible 
for proposing the elimination of 
documentation, following a number of pre-
set rules, and drawing up records of the 
process. The aim was to free up archive 
space given the increasing volume of 
documentation generated by municipal 
offices. This was combined with the 
documentation from the parishes of Abando, 
Begoña, Deusto and Erandio which were 
annexed by Bilbao. 
From 1941 onwards, following the 
acquisition of the building seized from the 
company El Sitio on Calle Bidebarrieta, the 
local authority decided to use it as the city's 
major cultural centre, housing the Municipal 
Library and Historical Archive here. All the 
documentation prior to 1900 was 
transferred to the basement of the building. 
This proved disastrous, as the 
documentation was located below sea level. 
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Archival history Flooding has been one of the major 
problems faced by Bilbao's documentation. 
The first such event was recorded in 1553. 
At the time, the archive was kept in two 
chests held at the council house alongside 
the estuary, which were carried off by the 
water. 
In 1983, Bilbao and much of Biscay suffered 
terrible flooding with catastrophic results for 
the city. Aside from those killed and left 
homeless, the flooded businesses and a host 
of other impacts, the Historical Archive 
almost disappeared, as it proved impossible 
to remove the documentation before the 
water entered the building. When the 
basement could finally be entered and 
recovery of the fonds organised, they were 
transferred to the former Garellano barracks. 
There they were laid out to dry, and a 
workshop was set up to restore them. The 
flooding had affected all the historical fonds 
prior to 1900, in other words more than 
135,000 units of documentation.  
After 12 years, Bilbao City Council and the 
Provincial Council of Biscay signed a 
collaboration agreement in 1995 to deposit 
all these fonds at the municipal section of 
the Provincial Historical Archive of Biscay, 
where work continued on the systematic 
ordering, cataloguing and restoration of the 
documents. Overall, some 1,600 linear 
metres of documentation was transferred, a 
chronological sequence going up to 1935. 

Source of acquisition The documentation deposited at the 
Provincial Historical Archive of Biscay 
(AHFB) was accrued in February and March 
1995 in compliance with the partnership 
agreement signed between the Provincial 
Council of Biscay and the Local Authority of 
Bilbao on 15 February that year. 
On 12 February 2007, the AHFB accepted a 
donation of historical documentation from 
the Municipal Archive of Bilbao, courtesy of 
the Astarloa antiquarian bookshop. 

Content area and structure 

Scope and content Historical documentation generated by the 
city and local authority of Bilbao between 
1300 and 1945. 

Appraisal, scheduling and destruction Permanently stored documentation.  

Accruals New accruals may occur as a result of the 
signing of a further agreement. 
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Organisation The documentation has been organised by 
means of the classification table of the 
Municipal Archivist Working Party, 
extended by a number of series.  
The table is used for all municipalities 
covered by the AHFB, and some of the 
series may therefore not be included 
among the documentation generated at 
this particular municipality. 
This covers the actions of Government, 
Secretariat and Municipal Administration 
and Public Finance, as follows: 
− Government: 27.240 documents 

between 1300 and 1945. 
− Secretariat: 151.825 documents 

between 1329 and 1935. 
− Public Finance: 34.734 documents 

between 1464 and 1940. 

Conditions of access and use area 

Conditions governing access Unrestricted access. For exceptions, see 
the ISAD of the Provincial Historical 
Archive of Biscay. 

Conditions governing reproduction Unrestricted reproduction. For exceptions, 
see the ISAD of the Provincial Historical 
Archive of Biscay. 

Language/script of the documents Spanish. 

Physical characteristics and technical requirements All the documentation prior to 1900 
suffered from the flooding in 1983. 
Although almost all of this was restored, 
gaps in the documentation and faded texts 
are still in evidence. 

Description instruments All the documentation is catalogued and 
can be accessed by means of the 
description instruments used by the 
Municipal Section of the Provincial 
Historical Archive of Biscay: 
a. Classification table. 
b. ARWE database for the administration 

of information about the archive, 
including numerous points of access 
and onomastic, toponymic and subject 
matter indexes. 

c. ARIT database for external 
consultation, with the same 
information and same access points as 
above. 

http://apps.bizkaia.net/ARIT


 

8 

Associated documentation area 

Existence and location of originals All the documentation is original. 

Existence and location of copies The Provincial Historical Archive of Biscay 
is digitising some of the documentation 
held, and making it available to Internet 
users. Access is also performed by means 
of the ARIT database:  
The books of minutes, documentation prior 
to 1830, some of the documentation prior 
to 1900, including plans and municipal 
population registers from 1890 and 1895, 
have been digitised. 

Related units of description There are sources of documentation 
related to the Local Authority of Bilbao in 
the different sections of the AHFB, in 
particular the Administrative and Judicial 
sections. 
The documentation generated by the Local 
Authority from 1941 to the present day is 
held at the town hall. 

Publication note Palacios Martínez, Roberto (2014). Estudio 
Histórico-Artístico de la Villa de Bilbao. 
Monografías de los Pueblos de Bizkaia. 
Diputación Foral de Bizkaia. Bilbao. 
Pozuelo Rodríguez, Felipe (2007). “El 
Archivo Municipal de Bilbao: historia, crisis 
y recuperación”. En Revista Instituto de 
Estudios Vascos. 52, 1 (p 265 - 285) 

Notes area 

Notes The Municipal Section of the Provincial 
Historical Archive of Biscay performs the 
functions of historical archive for those 
municipalities that have deposited their 
fonds. 

Control area 

Archivist's Note Description produced by the company 
Actuaciones Culturales Estratégicas 4, S.L. 
for the Biscay Administration Section of 
the Biscay Historical Archive, under its 
technical instruction. 

Rules or Conventions General International Standard Archival 
Description, Second Edition, ISAD (G). 
Approved by the Description Conventions 
Committee of the International Council on 
Archives held in Stockholm, Sweden, on 
19-22 September 1999. Madrid. 2000. 

http://apps.bizkaia.net/ARIT
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Date of description 20/01/2020 
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