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Once again, we are living in the future. A future imagined 
as a fairy tale or science fiction just half a century ago. We 
talk to machines, and they respond to us sometimes more 
accurately than others. What is emerging is a “tertiary” 
orality1, increasingly tied to the role of the so called “Arti-
ficial Intelligence” and that computer talk2 that dominates 
the dialogue between people and machines. Like the baby 
talk speech we use when speaking to our phone’s digital 
assistant. “I didn’t understand what you said”. It might 
even have the sultry voice of the movie Her (by Spike Jonze, 
2013), but its robotic rhetoric tends to make us speak like 
a printed book: “I didn’t say anything, Alexa: why do you 
always meddle in my business?”. How can we not think 
of HAL 9000’s voice in 2001. A Space Odyssey (by Stanley 
Kubrick, 1968): “I’m sorry, Dave. I’m afraid I can’t do that”. 
It was 1968: the following year Maria Corti received some 
precious notebooks from Eugenio Montale (who would soon 
win the Nobel Prize for Literature), containing his famous 
lyrics: the first materials destined to be part of what is now 
our Centro Manoscritti.

Among the many stories written for children by Gianni 
Rodari (who died in 1980), there is one entitled La macchina 
per fare i compiti (“The Homework Machine” [Rodari 2016]). 
“Press the red button to solve problems, the yellow button 
to write essays, the green button to learn geography: the 
machine does everything on its own in a minute”. In return, 
the seller of the machine did not ask for money, but for 
the brain of the child. “Buy me the machine, Daddy! – he 

1  See Antonelli [2024]: the definition takes up the “secondary orality” 
theorized by Ong [1982]. 

2  See Tavosanis [2018]. 

Giuseppe Antonelli

INTRODUCTION
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begs – What should I do with my brain?”. But in the end, 
he finds himself caged like a little bird. “Thank goodness it 
was just a dream! I assure you I immediately started doing 
my homework”3. What was just a fairy tale fantasy half a 
century ago has now become reality. Today, thanks to AI 
machines can – with some simple instructions – write an 
essay, a dissertation, a newspaper article or an encyclopedia 
entry in just a few seconds. But can they also write a short 
story or a novel? 

Italo Calvino was already reflecting on these issues in 
1967 in a text titled Cybernetics and Ghosts (even in this 
title there is an echo of Maria Corti, the founder of our 
Centro Manoscritti, who would later collect some of her 
essays under the title Metodi e fantasmi, “Methods and 
Ghosts”). “Having laid down these procedures and entrusted 
a computer with the task of carrying out these operations, 
will we have a machine capable of replacing the poet and 
the author? Just as we already have machines that can read, 
machines that perform a linguistic analysis of literary texts, 
machines that make translations and summaries, will we also 
have machines capable of conceiving and composing poems 
and novels?” [Calvino 1986, p. 10]. 

Meanwhile, even if not written by computer, novels were 
beginning to be written with the computer. Today, writing 
(not just literary writing: all kinds of writing, in fact) has 
essentially transformed into typing. In 1982, as Matthew 
Kirschenbaum [2016, p. 37] recalls, a Writer’s digest issue 
chose as its cover story an article titled Writing Made Easier 
with Personal Computers. There was a storm of protests 
with letters sent to the magazine saying things like: “Typing 
made easy with personal computers, not writing. Typing: not 
writing”. In the same year, Steven King was photographed 
while using his Wang System 5 Model 3-word processor. 

To measure the speed of track changes even in the field 
of Italian literature, one only needs to look back to the 
early 1980s, when the first word processing systems began 

3  When the translator is not indicated in the bibliography, the trans-
lations from Italian were done by me. 
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to spread in our country as well. In 1983, when asked 
“Excuse me, would you write a novel with a computer?”, 
all the writers surveyed answered: no [Curino 1983]. Italo 
Calvino, for example, replied: “It is a subject I alluded to in 
If One Winter’s Night a Traveler. I describe it as a monstrous 
thing”. “The writer could write very well on the tablets of 
Nineveh, carving into clay”, added Alberto Moravia. Not 
even a science fiction writer, after all, could have predicted 
that we would all return to writing on tablets (albeit calling 
them “Ipad”). Among many apocalyptic, one of the few 
enthusiasts was Umberto Eco, who – the following year, in 
one of his Bustine di Minerva (“Minerva matchbook”4) – 
joked about the generational divide created by information 
technology: “The computer is like a ferocious puppy dog, 
it doesn’t hurt children, it lets them put their hands in its 
mouth, gives them piggybacks rides, but if a grown-up tries 
again, it would bite” [Eco 2000, p. 178].

It was 1984, the year of George Orwell’s ominous 
prophecies. Eco was already working (on the computer) on 
his second novel – Foucault’s Pendulum, first published in 
1988 – which features a “word processor” among its main 
characters. At one point, it reads: “There, indiscreet reader, 
you will never know, but that half-line hanging in space was 
actually the beginning of a long sentence that I wrote but 
then wished I hadn’t, wished I hadn’t even thought, let alone 
written it, wished that it had never happened. So I pressed a 
key, and a milky film spread over the fatal and inopportune 
lines, I pressed delete and, whoosh, all gone” [Eco 1989].

Meanwhile, Primo Levi – the author of Se questo è un 
uomo (If This is a Man) – had also decided to approach that 
animal, which he had previously described as a Golem. In 
an article written in 1984, and later collected in his Other 
People’s Trades, he tells his experience. “Two months ago, 
in September 1984, I bought myself a word processor, that 
is, a device for writing that every time you reach the end of 

4  The name of the column, although it might bring to mind the 
goddess Minerva, actually refers to the matchboxes of the same brand, 
on which many smokers used to write down quick ideas or notes.
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the line automatically goes to the next, and allows you to 
insert, erase, and change words and even whole sentences 
instantaneously; in other words, it lets you produce in a 
snap a finished, clean document, without any inserts or 
corrections. I’m certainly not the first writer who made up 
his mind to take the leap. Just a year ago, I would have 
been considered reckless or a snob: not anymore, which is 
a sign of how fast electronic time rushes along. [...] Here 
you write, the words appear distinctly on the screen, in neat 
rows, but they are shadows: they’re insubstantial, deprived 
of the reassuring foundation of paper”. [Levi 2015, pp. 
227-228]. They are insubstantial: intangible. 

Ombre dal fondo (“Shadows from the Bottom” but in 
Italian also readable as “Shadows from the [Manuscript] 
Fonds”) is the title of the book in which Maria Corti re-
counted the adventure of the Fondo manoscritti di autori 
moderni e contemporanei (“Manuscript Fonds of Modern 
and Contemporary Authors”) she created in 1969, today 
called Centro per gli studi sulla tradizione manoscritta di 
autori moderni e contemporanei (“Center for Studies on 
the Manuscript Tradition of Modern and Contemporary 
Authors”). “Beyond passing events”, she wrote in that book, 
first published in 1997, “the Papers last, each with its own 
tiny history, and live in what Borges calls our ‘fourth di-
mension’: memory”. In the meantime, however, the text has 
gradually separated from the paper. No longer the rustling of 
sheets, but the intangible digital storage produced by typing 
on a computer keyboard. “Will the computer bring about 
the extinction of all this?” wrote Maria Corti in that book: 
“Perhaps the people of the future will pay the admission fee 
and visit writing museums to view manuscripts as we now 
view illuminated codices at the exhibitions. A guide then 
will then explain” that writing “protected on the blank page 
the individuality of the one who held the pen and produced 
their own personal handwriting” [Corti 2022, p. 26]. 

That museum we have now set up, albeit in the form 
of an exhibition open for only three weeks: Scartafacce. Le 
mani, i volti, le voci della letteratura italiana del Novecento 
(“Scrapsfaces. The Hands, Faces, Voices of Twentieth-Cen-
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tury Italian Literature”: the title plays on the similarity 
between scartafacci “scrapbooks” and facce “faces” [Boc-
cardo et al. 2023]). But indeed, that exhibition aimed to 
represent the closing of an era: with documents dating up 
to the turn of 20th century, marking what Petrucci [2008, 
p. 19] called, concerning epistolary writing, the fall of the 
“paper curtain”. The gradual replacement of physical writing 
with an intangible practice based on digital storage erased 
a materiality that for centuries has been an integral part of 
the communication process, or – as in these cases – of cre-
ation process. And above all, an unequivocal guarantee of 
the author’s provenance of documents. The disappearance 
of the author’s hand in favor of a digital, which appears to 
leave no fingerprints, means the end of an entire category 
of philology (and critique, seen in a metaphorical sense). 

This bring us into the era that Emmanuela Carbé, in 
one of the first Italian books addressing the issue, called 
the digitale d’autore (“authorial digital”): “literary archives 
born in digital form, not to be confused with the numerous 
digitized archives”, as she points out in the opening lines 
[Carbé 2023, pp. 9-10]. Many of the materials studied by 
Carbé come from the core of PAD – Pavia Archivi Digitali 
(“Pavia digital archives”) created in 2009 from an idea by 
Beppe Severgnini and now part of our Manuscript Center5. 
It is a fact that we are already in the phase that Paola Italia 
and Giulia Raboni referred to – conjugating it in the fu-
ture tense – in their Che cos’è la filologia d’autore (“What 
is Authorial Philology?”). “These texts will no longer be 
made of paper, but of bytes and pixels. We should truly 
consider a new kind of philology in this case, and this will 
be a task that will fall to the next generations” [Italia and 
Raboni 2021]. Texts or at least avant-texts, since we are 
almost always dealing with works that eventually find an 
outlet into a traditional printed edition. 

It’s true that we are going through a hybrid phase, 
where  – much like hybrid engines that combine gasoline 

5  See in this volume the contributions of Lucia Giagnolini, Primo 
Baldini and Federico Milone.
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and electric power – the process still partly involves hand-
written notes, printed revisions, draft copies. However, it 
is also true that progressively some of these preliminary 
stages are gradually moving to digital media. In the working 
folder of his latest poetry book entitled Exfanzia (a word 
created from Italian infanzia “childhood” [Magrelli 2022]), 
donated by Valerio Magrelli to our Center, there is a file 
called poesie_cell (cell is an abbreviation for cellulare: one of 
the italian names of the mobile phone) at the end of which 
there is the automatic note “sent from Iphone”.

An article published in the New York Times on March 
20, 1981, taking inspiration from an incident involving for-
mer President Jimmy Carter while typing his autobiography 
on a computer (months of work deleted due to a wrong 
command), wrote: “Archivists will be deprived of words 
scratched out, penciled in and transposed with wander-
ing arrows. They will have to make do with electronically 
perfect texts”6. Forty years later, in a 2002 interview, Aldo 
Nove (born in 1967), an Italian writer with a philological 
background – said he had not used a typewriter for at least 
fifteen years and no longer knew how to write by hand. The 
computer, Nove added, “influences the way of writing. The 
fact that everything can be erased without leaving traces 
has strange philological implications. Philology today no 
longer makes sense, because there are no texts anymore” 
[Nove 2002].

The digital archives acquired in recent years have shown 
that the problem, for those who intend to do authorial 
philology on digital born texts, is quite the opposite: an 
overabundance. What is lost is the immediate correction, 
made in the act of writing itself (once referred to as cur-
renti calamo). But the ease with which bits are archived, 
without space or weight limits, multiplies the recording of 
the different states of the text. Thus, dozens and dozens of 
versions of the work are preserved.

It is to be considered as the norm – and not the excep-
tion – the case of Nicola Lagioia, who has made available 

6  Cit. in Kirschenbaum [2016], p. 51.
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to philologists nineteen different drafts of his Riportando 
tutto a casa (“Bringing Everything Back Home”) [Lagioia 
2009], selected from the one hundred and twenty he kept 
in memory. “In my pc I have (disorderly) about 120 files 
related to the novel, including proto-drafts, first, second, 
third, fourth etc. drafts, dead ends, chapter never included 
and so on”. The risk in these cases is finding oneself in the 
condition of Borges’ Funes el memorioso (“Funes the Memo-
rious”), who “two or three times he had reconstructed a 
whole day; he never hesitated, but each reconstruction had 
required a whole day” [Borges 1970, p. 94]. On Lagioia’s 
case dwelt a chapter of Giammarco Raponi’s doctoral thesis 
titled Nuove varianti di prosatori contemporanei. Sondaggi 
di filologia d’autore tra cartaceo e digitale (“New Variants 
of Contemporary Prose Writers. Surveys of authorial phi-
lology between paper and digital”) [Raponi 2016]. A title 
taken from a classic essay on these topics: Ignazio Baldelli, 
Varianti di prosatori contemporanei (“Variants of Contem-
porary Prosators”) [Baldelli 1965]. 

However, the issue concerns linguistic and philological 
aspects as well as archival (consider the rapid obsolescence 
of electronic media) and even paleographic (or perhaps we 
should say: neographic) aspects. Preservation of materials, 
stratigraphic digital editions, variant analysis through 
software... As Gino Roncaglia suggests in his latest book, 
L’architetto e l’oracolo. Forme digitali del sapere da Wiki-
pedia a ChatGPT (“The Architect and the Oracle: Digital 
Forms of Knowledge from Wikipedia to ChatGPT”) [Ron-
caglia 2023], the issue becomes one of method: because 
what we are facing is a paradigm shift. Are we sure that 
the methodology of traditional authorial philology is still 
fully applicable to this type of text? My feeling is that the 
point we are at is equivalent to what Dante Isella said at 
the end of the last century: “It is necessary to establish 
common norms as in the field of classical philology, all the 
more necessary precisely because extremely varied is the 
phenomenology of texts in multiple or ongoing revisions.” 
In this case: multiple and predominantly or exclusively 
born-digital revisions.
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The quote, which comes at the end of some pages 
where Isella claimed the contribution of the Pavia school 
to authorial philology, is from the updated edition of his 
fundamental Le carte mescolate (“The Shuffled Papers”) 
[Isella 2009, pp. 244-245]. Now, to reflect on these aspects, 
the Manuscript Center has organized – concluding the cel-
ebrations for its first fifty years – this conference titled The 
Intangible Papers: Authorial Philology and Born-Digital Texts. 
It did so by inviting guests from various Italian and foreign 
universities and institutions to share theoretical reflections 
and research experiences related to the preservation and 
study of born-digital authorial archives. The University of 
Pavia thus aims to position itself, with a forward-looking 
perspective, as one of the driving centers of this new phase 
of studies.
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1.	 Introduction

The advent of digital technology has irrevocably trans-
formed the landscape of personal archiving. Over the past 
two decades, the way individuals create, store, and access 
their personal records has undergone a profound shift, mov-
ing away from traditional physical archives to increasingly 
digital ones. Prior to the digital age, personal archives were 
primarily composed of physical items such as photographs, 
letters, diaries, financial documents, medical records, and 
other kinds of documents. These items were often stored 
in boxes, albums, or filing cabinets. With the rise of digital 
cameras, smartphones, and cloud storage, physical items 
have been gradually replaced by digital ones. Photographs 
are now captured and stored in digital formats, letters are 
typed and emailed, and diaries are written on computers and 
stored in the cloud. This shift has made it easier to create 
personal archives, but it has also raised new challenges 
related to long-term preservation and accessibility.

2.	 The transformation of personal archives over the last 
twenty years

It is useful to begin the discussion by reflecting on how 
many of the activities that for centuries we performed using 
paper documents (or any other analogue medium) have 
changed in recent years [Marshall C.C. 2017]. Think, for 
example, of the traditional paper letters, those that used to 
be written by hand (then with a typewriter and then with a 
computer: in the latter case they had to be printed), stamped 

Stefano Allegrezza

PERSONAL DIGITAL ARCHIVING: 
STATE OF THE ART AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES
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and then put in the mailbox: in the last ten to twenty years 
they have literally been supplanted by emails that we receive 
and send using a computer or smartphone and, therefore, 
no longer need to be printed. Let’s think of the postcards 
that until the end of the last century were the most popular 
way to let our loved ones know where we had spent our 
holidays: today, they have been supplanted by selfies taken 
in the most diverse tourist locations and immediately posted 
on our favourite social media (e.g. Facebook, LinkedIn, 
Instagram, X, etc.) or our favourite messaging system (e.g. 
WhatsApp, Telegram). Think of the telegrams we used in 
the past to communicate news quickly, such as condolence 
or congratulatory telegrams: today they have been replaced 
by other tools that allow us to send messages in real time 
and give us an almost instantaneous guarantee of delivery 
to the recipient (think, for example, of text or voice mes-
sages sent by WhatsApp). The old paper organizer has been 
supplanted by the various electronic organizers available 
today, from those on our smartphones to those accessible 
on the web (such as Google Calendar or Microsoft Office 
365, just to name but a few of the most widely used), which 
can be consulted through our computing devices (personal 
computer, notebook, tablet or smartphone).

Similarly, the old paper phone book in which, in the 
past, we used to write down the surnames and first names 
of our friends and relatives with their addresses and tele-
phone numbers, has now been replaced by the phone 
book available on our electronic devices, which is, without 
doubt, much more convenient to consult and keep up-to-
date. Again: the old diary that used to collect, almost like 
a silent friend, our most intimate thoughts, has now been 
supplanted by virtual diaries – the most famous case being 
Facebook – which, on the contrary, have become the way 
to make everyone aware of our personal life in a sort of 
exaggerated individual protagonism. Even the notes we take 
during business meetings or lectures are written directly with 
a computer, tablet or even a smartphone and are therefore in 
digital format. In the multimedia world, the situation is the 
same: since the turn of the century, analogue photographs 
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have been supplanted by digital ones, and now only a small 
fraction of digital shots are printed on paper, something that 
hundreds, if not thousands, of us do: now the buzzword 
is sharing and photos are immediately posted on one of 
the many social media that, like Facebook, Instagram and 
Flickr, have experienced enormous growth in recent years. 
Similarly, audio and video recordings that capture the im-
portant moments of our existence are now exclusively in 
digital format [Library of Congress 2013].

Train, bus and aeroplane tickets are also computer-gen-
erated and natively digital documents; however, while the 
older generations continue to print them on paper – due 
to the trust they almost instinctively place in paper – the 
newer generations no longer print on paper but simply 
scan the smartphone display on which the ticket (or the 
two-dimensional code needed for verification) is displayed. 
Similarly, to orient ourselves in cities or on the roads, we 
no longer use maps or city maps – which was standard 
only about fifteen years ago – but increasingly use digital 
tools such as GPS navigators, which allow us to navigate 
without too much difficulty and easily show us the way to 
our favourite destinations.

The management of personal finances is also almost 
entirely digital. Bank transactions are nothing more than 
entries in a digital database and bank statements are sent 
electronically. Even electricity, gas and water bills arrive in 
digital form. In the field of health, the digital revolution 
has made great strides. For example, digital X-rays have 
replaced traditional film X-rays. After an X-ray examination, 
the images are delivered in digital format on optical discs 
such as CDs or DVDs. In education, the situation is very 
similar. At the end of the school year, parents no longer 
receive physical report cards. Instead, they access electronic 
versions through the school’s document management system.

These are just a few of countless examples, but they 
are enough to illustrate the extent of the digital revolution 
we are experiencing and adapting to. Personal archives are 
also following this evolutionary trend. It is very likely, if not 
certain, that these archives and others will become entirely 
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digital in the near future. Physical documents created from 
digital files will probably be destined for temporary storage 
and will only be printed when necessary. In addition, there 
are new types of personal documents (personal websites, 
blogs, social media profiles and accounts, etc.) that did not 
exist in the past but are now part of a personal archive.

3.	 Critical issues in the preservation of digital personal ar-
chives

The topic of archiving and preservation of digital per-
sonal archives presents all the complex issues related to 
digital archives in general [Vettore 2014], but, in addition, 
has some peculiar aspects that offer interesting insights for 
studies and research.

One of the main challenges is the overproduction of 
digital documents, which leads to large amounts of personal 
data. This is due to the ease of creation, as digital documents 
can be created effortlessly and at no apparent cost, and to 
the fact that modern archiving systems offer immense capac-
ity, facilitating the accumulation of large amounts of data.

Another problem is the lack of proper organisation: 
proper archiving requires logical and systematic organisation, 
which is often lacking because many personal archives are 
not organised according to archival principles, resulting in 
chaotic collections that are difficult to manage1.

The scattering of personal archives across multiple devic-
es and platforms also poses significant challenges: personal 
archives are often distributed across different systems and 
platforms, resulting in fragmentation, and the fear of losing 
data leads to multiple copies of the same document being 
stored in different locations, causing confusion and clutter. 

Another critical aspect of personal digital archiving is the 
lack of appraisal and disposition: the huge volume of digital 

1  An example is the incorrect management of email archives: emails 
are rarely organised by subject or correspondent, often remaining in 
inbox and sent folders without further categorization.
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documents requires regular disposal to maintain manageable 
archives. Moreover, people rarely dispose of digital docu-
ments, which leads to bloated and unmanageable archives.

There is also a significant lack of awareness about the 
importance of digital preservation and the necessary methods: 
few people are informed about how to effectively preserve 
their digital archives, so unforeseen events can lead to the 
loss of digital memories, aggravated by a lack of preparation.

The issue of digital legacy, which arises when people die 
leaving digital assets, also poses many problems. Identifying 
and accessing the digital archives of the deceased can be 
difficult due to password protections and encryption; in ad-
dition, digital archives are often only accessible for a limited 
time after the death of the owner, complicating recovery 
efforts. Finally, the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) and other privacy laws introduce complexities 
in the management of digital assets of deceased persons 
[d’Arminio Monforte 2020].

In the face of all these difficulties, can we be sure that 
we will be able to preserve the personal digital archives we 
are creating as well as we were able to preserve the tradi-
tional personal archives of the past? The answer is not the 
most comforting. Long-term preservation of digital archives 
in general is neither easy nor guaranteed at the moment. 
Sometimes it is quite impossible; in fact, today we are aware 
that it is not possible to preserve digital materials passively 
(without doing anything), just as, simplistically, was the 
case with traditional paper materials, and that preserving 
them over time – even if only for a few years – requires 
considerable effort and, more often than not, skills that are 
not within everyone’s reach [Marshall C.C. 2008a, 2008b]. 
For this reason, we can reasonably assume that our age is 
running the risk of losing personal digital archives.

The preservation of personal digital archives is slowly 
becoming part of the wider scientific debate on digital 
preservation, but there are still few authoritative studies and 
research projects on the subject, there is a lack of critical 
reflection on the many problematic aspects of the issue, and 
there is a lack of serious proposals. In essence, it is still a 
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largely unexplored field of research. There is therefore an 
urgent need to address these issues, starting with a serious 
and systematic study of the particularly complex theoretical 
and technical issues involved in the creation, management, 
and preservation of personal digital records. Only in this 
way will we be able to guarantee a future for the personal 
digital archives that are being created today.

4.	 The state of research

Interest in the topic of personal digital archiving has 
grown considerably over the last ten years. The first scien-
tific articles dealing with the subject date back to the mid-
2000s, but it is since 2010, when the first Personal Digital 
Archiving Conference was held at the Internet Archive in 
San Francisco (California), that the scientific debate has 
broadened considerably, giving rise to numerous events 
and publications on the subject. In addition, numerous 
institutions, especially in the United States, have started 
to publish guidelines and explanatory materials that are 
understandable to all and immediately usable for personal 
digital archiving. 

Among these, it is worth mentioning first of all the 
Library of Congress, which has been and remains very 
active in studies and initiatives to raise awareness with a 
concrete and practical approach. It is the leader of the Na-
tional Digital Information Infrastructure and Preservation 
Programme (NDIIPP) dedicated to digital preservation. 
A special section of its website, active since about 2007, 
is dedicated to personal archiving (fig. 1.1)2. This section 
provides a series of educational materials that use simple and 
common language suitable for a heterogeneous and often 
inexperienced audience, which are very useful for raising 
awareness on the topic of preserving personal archives; 
the section How to Preserve Your Own Digital Materials 

2  The personal archiving section of the Library of Congress website 
can be found at: https://digitalpreservation.gov/personalarchiving.
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is particularly interesting: it separately addresses different 
types of digital materials: digital photographs, digital audio, 
digital video, electronic mail, personal digital records, and 
websites blogs and social media. The same site has hosted 
the blog The Signal – Digital Preservation since 2011, which 
includes a category dedicated to personal archiving. Since 
2010, the Library of Congress has been contributing, together 
with other institutions and universities, to the organisation 
of the Personal Digital Archiving Day event, for which it 
has also made available online a Personal Digital Archiving 
kit aimed at small organisations, libraries and individuals. 
The kit contains practical tips and resources for organising 
the event3.

The MIT Libraries provide a series of booklets and 
pamphlets containing useful information and suggestions for 

3  The digital preservation kit is available at: digitalpreservation.gov/
personalarchiving/padKit/index.html.

Fig. 1.1. � The section on personal digital archives in the Library of Congress 
website.
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managing one’s personal digital archives, such as the Personal 
Digital Archiving Strategies leaflet (fig. 1.2)4. The libraries 
of various American universities, such as Purdue Universi-
ty, Michigan University, and Pennsylvania State University, 
publish dedicated sections on personal digital archiving that 
also address new topics such as the preservation of personal 
websites, social media, and email, highlighting the growing 
importance of these new forms of communication.

The Columbia University Library also provided interest-
ing resources on personal digital archiving on its website, 

4  Available at: libraries.mit.edu/digital-archives/files/2015/10/2015_
pda_handoutdissemination-v3.pdf.

Fig. 1.2. � The Personal Digital Archiving Strategies leaflet from the MIT Li-
braries website.
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such as information on managing storage media, backup 
and recovery procedures, correct file and folder naming, 
migration procedures, and more. The Association for Library 
Collections and Technical Services (ALCTS) – a division 
of the American Library Association (ALA) – has made 
available in a section of its website a series of materials 
dedicated to personal digital archiving. Very interesting and 
detailed is the section of the website of the libraries of the 
Tri-College Consortium5 dedicated to the personal digital 
archiving (fig. 1.3). It provides a series of operational guides 
that indicate how to carry out operations that are usually not 
within everyone’s reach, such as downloading the archive 
of your post from Facebook or the archive of your tweet 

5  The Tri-college Consortium is a collaboration between three private 
liberal arts colleges in the suburbs of Philadelphia: Bryn Mawr College, 
Haverford College, and Swarthmore College.

Fig. 1.3. � The section on personal digital archives in the TriCollege Libraries 
website.
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from Twitter. The section is divided into subsections, each 
of which examines a specific topic such as the archiving 
of emails, photographs, social media, websites, audio, and 
video content6.

The Cornell University Library also has a section of its 
website dedicated to the topic of personal archiving with a 
guide on strategies and resources useful in managing one’s 
personal archives, as well as a section dedicated to real 
cases of loss of personal archives very significantly called 
Real Life Horror Stories.

Of great interest due to the high quality of the papers 
presented is the annual international conference on Personal 
Digital Archiving (PDA Conference), which has been held 
continuously since 2010. It is the only international confer-
ence specifically focused on personal digital archives and 
therefore the only time when scholars dealing with these 
issues can discuss. The first three editions of the conference 
were held in San Francisco at the Internet Archive; subse-
quent editions were hosted by various academic institutions 
but always in the United States7.

As for Europe, the Personal Archives Accessible in 
Digital Media (PARADIGM) project is worth mentioning 
for historical reasons8: conducted by the Universities of 
Oxford and Manchester in the years 2005-2007, it addressed 
the problems related to the preservation of private digital 
documents through the study and experimentation on the 
archives of some British politicians. 

6  See guides.tricolib.brynmawr.edu/pdad.
7  The following editions have taken place to date: PDA 2010 at Internet 

Archive, San Francisco (California), February 16, 2010; PDA 2011 at 
Internet Archive, San Francisco (California), February 24-25, 2011; PDA 
2012 at Internet Archive, San Francisco (California), February 23-24, 2012; 
PDA 2013 at University of Maryland (Maryland State), February 21-22, 
2013; PDA 2014 at Indiana State Library, Indianapolis (Indiana State), 
April 10-11, 2014; PDA 2015 at New York University (New York State), 
April 24-26, 2015; PDA 2016 at University of Michigan (Michigan), May 
12-14, 2016; PDA 2017 at Stanford University (California), March 29-31, 
2017; PDA 2018 at University of Houston (Texas), April 23-25, 2018; 
PDA 2019 at University of Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania), May 2-4, 2019.

8  See www.paradigm.ac.uk.
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The InterPares 3 project (2007-2012) also dealt with the 
preservation of personal documents in some case studies, 
focused on the acquisition of archives and personal collec-
tions by archival institutions9.

In the United Kingdom, the Digital Preservation Coa-
lition is very active and has published the book Personal 
Digital Archiving as a DPC Technology Watch Report no. 
15-01 [Redwine 2015]. It also published a booklet containing 
a summary (with the same Personal Digital Archiving) in the 
Digital Preservation Topical Notes series, which provides 
many ideas and information (fig. 1.4)10.

In Germany, it is worth mentioning the Working Group 
on Personal Digital Archiving, which was set up at the end 
of the European Nestor project and whose aim is to develop 
and disseminate comprehensible guidelines for responsible 
private digital data management. Based on the results and 
solutions already known in long-term institutional archiving, 
proposals are developed and presented that are as modular 
as possible and suitable for very heterogeneous use cases. 
The working group has developed a website11 where these 
results are presented with reference to people of different 
ages and life contexts. Tools and further links are also 
provided and there is also direct thematic access to various 
aspects of personal digital archiving.

Numerous workshops and webinars to educate people 
about personal digital archiving are also available. It is 
worth mentioning the Northeast Document Conservation 
Center (NEDCC), which provides webinars through which 
offers guidance and resources on preserving our digital 
lives, explaining how to collect emails, photos, videos and 
text messages and create a personal plan to ensure their 

9  See http://www.interpares.org/ip3/ip3_index.cfm.
10  See https://www.dpconline.org/docs/dpc-technology-watch-publica-

tions/topical-notes-series/1867-dp-note-6-personal-digital-archiving/file.
11  See https://meindigitalesarchiv.de. This website gives you sugges-

tions on how to proceed with the long-term backup of your personal 
digital materials. People and their stories in everyday digital life or a 
thematic approach under Info and tools give you practical tips on how 
to back up and archive your personal digital documents.
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preservation into the future12; and the Center for Jewish 
History that offer webinars on preserving digital memories 
and managing digital collections (fig. 1.5)13.

There are many resources also in Spanish, such as the 
webinar Tips para la organización del archivo personal digital 
held by Andrés Sáenz Giraldo, Information Science pro-
fessional, Archivist and Librarian and Head of the Center 

12  See the video Personal Digital Archiving available at: https://you-
tube/grpSV42l5g4?si=M1YO0dbWD86VmXIP.

13  See Personal Archiving 101 – Preserving your Digital Memories 
available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2pu373hQSr0.

Fig. 1.4.  The booklet Personal Digital Archiving.
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for Research in Information Science of the Inter-American 
School of Library Science (Escuela Interamericana de Bib-
liotecología – UdeA) (fig. 1.6)14.

The Zoryan Institute’s media platform for educational 
digital clips commissioned A Guide to personal digital ar-
chives, a webinar hosted by Cassandra Tavukciyan, a Digital 
Collections Management Specialist at the Canadian Museum 
of History15. The webinar gives an introduction to the impor-
tance of archival preservation, digital collection management, 

14  Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CKGwcuOnHPg.
15  See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rF0uwh-ruqE&ab_chan-

nel=ZIe-Chronicles.

Fig. 1.5. � The webinar Personal Archiving 101 – Preserving your Digital Memories 
provided by the Center for Jewish History.

Fig. 1.6. � The webinar Tip´s para la organización del archivo personal digital 
provided by the Escuela Interamericana de Bibliotecología – UdeA.
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Fig. 1.7. � The course Organising Family Archives provided by the International 
Council on Archives.

and caring for digital material, as well as tips and tricks on 
how to manage collections and records, digitally.

The International Council on Archives (ICA) provides 
the online course Organising Family Archives (fig. 1.7) taught 
by Margaret Crockett and aimed at teaching people how to 
take care of family archives, covering what they are, how to 
organise and list them, how to package and look after them 
so that they are properly preserved, what should be kept 
and what can be discarded, the particular requirements for 
ensuring computer records will be accessible and readable in 
the future, how to create digital copies to share with family 
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members and planning a project to identify, document and 
preserve the family archives. There are also references to 
useful resources16.

Given the growing interest in the topics of personal 
digital archiving, several books have also been published 
in recent years that have a practical focus and are aimed at 
the general public [Hawkins 2013; Karle 2017; Marshall B. 
2017; Winston 2014].

5.	 The Italian scenario: Conferences, seminars, and other 
events

In Italy, there has been a significant increase in interest 
in the topic of personal digital archiving in the last few years, 
as evidenced by publications released in recent times17. In 
any case, although this topic is becoming part of the broader 
debate on digital preservation, there are not many studies 
and research projects on the subject. For example, many 
of the recent initiatives on the topic of personal memories 
have so far almost always referred to traditional situations, 
as evidenced by the conference Archivi di persona, memo-
ria, rappresentazione e ricerca (Personal archives, memory, 
representation and research), held on October 12, 2016 in 
Bologna and the study day Fondi e collezioni di persona e 
personalità negli archivi, nelle biblioteche, nei musei: una 
risorsa, una opportunità (Fonds and collections of people and 
personalities in archives, libraries, museums: A resource, an 
opportunity) held on October 26, 2016; or the Seminario 
sugli archivi di persona (Seminar on personal archives) organ-

16  See https://www.ica.org/register-for-the-ica-online-course-organis-
ing-family-archives/. This training, aimed at a wide audience, has been 
specifically developed by Margaret Crockett, ICA’s Training Officer, 
who is a qualified archivist and consultant with experience in providing 
support and guidance in looking after personal or organisational archives 
to those new to the field.

17  See, for example, Allegrezza [2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2020, 2021]; 
Allegrezza and Gorgolini [2016]; d’Arminio Monforte [2020]; Di Do-
menico and Sabba [2020]; Weston, Carbé and Baldini [2017b].
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ised by the Association of Friends of the State Archives of 
Turin, the School of Archival Studies of this Institute, the 
Archival and Bibliographic Superintendence of Piedmont 
and Valle d’Aosta and the Italian National Archival Asso-
ciation – Piedmont and Valle d’Aosta Section and held on 
June 27, 201818. Again, the conference L’archivio costruito: 
autobiografia e rappresentazione negli archivi della persona 
(The built archive: autobiography and representation in 
personal archives) which was held at the National Central 
Library in Rome on November 9, 2018.

However, something is starting to move. After the 
pioneering study conference Gli archivi di persona nell’era 
digitale. Il caso dell’Archivio dell’on. Massimo Vannucci 
(Personal archives in the digital age. The case of the Archive 
of the Hon. Massimo Vannucci) which was held in Macerata 
Feltria on June 20, 2015 and which was probably the first 
conference in Italy to address the issue of the fragility of 
born-digital personal archives, several others followed 
[Allegrezza and Gorgolini 2016]. On November 14, 2017, 
the seminar Gli archivi di persona in ambiente digitale: 
dalla descrizione archivistica alla conservazione a norma 
(Personal archives in a digital environment: From archival 
description to legal preservation) was held in Udine, and 
addressed the issues of archival description and preser-
vation of analogue, digital and hybrid personal archives, 
based on the main international description standards and 
current legislation.

On October 24, 2018, the conference Caro diario. Dal 
diario al romanzo, dal film di famiglia al grande schermo, 
dall’archivio di persona alla rete (Dear diary. From the diary 
to the novel, from the family film to the big screen, from the 
personal archive to the web) that was held at the Polo del 
’900 in Turin, featured a number of speakers on the topic 
of the impact of digital on the future of personal archives.

On October 31, 2018, at the State Archives of Milan 
the conference Le vite degli altri. La sfida degli archivi 
di persona (The lives of others. The challenge of personal 

18  The seminar led to the publication of the book Carassi [2018].
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archives) featured a report on the Pavia Archivi Digitali 
(PAD)19 project.

From April 10-12, 2019, the international conference The 
privilege of the written word: Management, preservation and 
enhancement of personal papers and books was held on the 
campus of Fisciano-University of Salerno; it addressed in a 
specific session (Personal funds between physical space and 
digital space: The paths of access and enhancement) the theme 
of personal funds in the digital environment [Di Domenico 
and Sabba 2020]. On May 17-18, 2019, the conference Gli 
archivi fotografici personali nell’era digitale. Memorie private 
e public history (Personal photographic archives in the dig-
ital age. Private memories and public history) was held in 
Ravenna. Organised by the Italian Society for the Study of 
Photography (SISF), in collaboration with the Personal Dig-
ital Memories Research Center, the Frame-Lab Laboratory 
of the University of Bologna and the Central Institute for 
Archives, the topic of personal digital archives has been the 
focus of the various reports [Allegrezza and Biscioni 2021]. 

On October 9-10, 2019, the first training courses on 
the subject also started: ANAI Liguria organised the course 
Archivi personali in ambiente digitale. Formazione, gestione, 
archiviazione e conservazione (Personal archives in a digital 
environment. Creation, management, archiving and preserva-
tion), which was held in Genoa, and addressed the issues 
related to the entire life cycle of personal digital archives, 
from creation to preservation. 

In 2021, ANAI established the Gruppo di lavoro sugli 
archivi digitali e ibridi degli studi di progettazione (ADIS-
PRO – Working Group on Digital and Hybrid Archives of 
Design Firm) with the aim of providing a response to the 
challenge of safeguarding the digital archival heritage pro-
duced in recent years in contemporary architectural firms20. 

19  The project was presented by the coordinator Paul Gabriele Weston 
and Laura Pusterla. It is particularly important, being the first of its kind 
in Italy (and perhaps also in Europe).

20  See the description of the group available at https://anai.org/
vita-associativa/gruppi-di-lavoro-e-di-coordinamento/.
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Between the end of 2021 and the beginning of 2022, the Ter-
racini Jewish Archive organised a series of meetings entitled 
The preservation of memory in the digital age, where several 
speakers addressed the theme of family digital archives. On 
October 18, 2022, the conference Digital Garden. Papers, 
voices and stories from the Historical Archives of the Botanical 
Garden of Padua was held in Padua; it featured a specific 
session, Letters and digital archives, that addressed the topic 
of digital transformation of letters and correspondence of the 
past. On November 17, 2022, the seminar The preservation 
of personal archives between analogue and digital: Methods, 
risks and perspectives was held in Trento, organised by 
ANAI Trentino Alto Adige Südtirol, in collaboration with 
the Archdiocese of Trento; the urgency of actions for the 
preservation of personal archives formed in recent years was 
brought up again. 

As we can see, the question of giving personal digital 
archives a future is beginning to feature in the scholarly 
debate in an attempt to provide an answer to a concrete 
and real need that is beginning to manifest itself more and 
more distinctly.

6.	 The Italian scenario: Research centres, projects and ini-
tiatives

As we discussed before, the problem of creation, man-
agement, and preservation of personal memories in a digital 
environment is one of those that the scientific community 
must urgently address. Furthermore, it is a research topic 
towards which conspicuous interests are moving in various 
disciplinary fields, both at the level of academic institutions 
and in the sector of companies, associations, professional 
associations. However, until 2019, as far as we know, there 
was no research centre on these specific issues, neither at 
European nor international level. And it is precisely to 
intercept this need and provide concrete help that some 
research centres and initiatives on the subject have also 
arisen in Italy in recent years. 
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First, it is worth mentioning the working group Com-
missione nazionale biblioteche speciali, archivi e biblioteche 
d’autore (National Commission for Special Libraries, Ar-
chives and Author Libraries) of the Associazione Italiana 
Biblioteche (AIB, the Italian Library Association) which has 
drawn up the Linee guida sul trattamento dei fondi perso-
nali (Guidelines on the treatment of personal collections)21. 
The purpose of the guidelines is to address the complex 
institutional landscape that among its main functions has 
the task of preserving and enhancing these particular docu-
mentary and bibliographic materials (i.e., libraries, archives, 
museums, cultural institutions, etc.) and to provide some 
operational and methodological guidance on the treatment 
of personal collections. However, it must be acknowledged 
that these guidelines are a very valuable reference for the 
treatment of analogue materials, but they only touched on 
the problem of the treatment of digital personal collections 
without delving into it.

A very important project is Pavia Archivi Digitali 
(PAD). This project began in 2009 and was promoted by 
the University of Pavia. Its goal is to collect archives and 
digital native documents of representative figures of today’s 
culture and society, ensuring their preservation over time and 
possibility of study. Building on the tradition carried on in 
Pavia by the Centro per gli studi sulla tradizione manoscritta 
di autori moderni e contemporanei (Centre for Studies on 
the Manuscript Tradition of Modern and Contemporary 
Authors)22, which preserves collections of documentary 
material of 19th and 20th century writers, the University has 
created a tool to extend this collection and preservation 
function also to archives born on digital supports. PAD 
collects materials of different types, ensures the long-term 
preservation of the holdings, and is accessible to scholars 

21  The guidelines, together with other materials developed by the 
working group, can be found at https://www.aib.it/documenti/linee-gui-
da-sul-trattamento-dei-fondi-personali/.

22  See http://centromanoscritti.unipv.it. The centre is directed by 
prof. Giuseppe Antonelli.
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based on the authors’ directions. In the years since its cre-
ation, efforts have focused on transforming the prototype 
into a sustainable project capable of handling large masses 
of data and storing them securely23. On a scientific level, the 
project envisaged a technical structure without commercial 
products from the outset. It was felt that existing repository 
management systems could not support the complexity of the 
project; it was decided to build a system that would remain 
open and expandable, with the possibility of interoperabil-
ity with other platforms. After refining the acquisition and 
preservation procedures, the heritage management software 
was implemented and, starting in 2015, the scheduling of 
technical seminars to establish how to describe the material 
began. In response to the growing trends of web usage, in 
2018 the project tested a preservation system for websites 
with cultural content and social media pages. The request 
for inclusion in the project had to come from the author or 
cultural institution to which the site belonged, interacting 
directly with the client to determine when and how to save 
and access the website. Through web scraping software, 
the author’s site was reproduced locally to ensure offline 
browsing.

Since the last few years, the Fondazione Arnoldo and 
Alberto Mondadori (FAAM, Arnoldo and Alberto Monda-
dori Foundation) has been active in the field of personal 
digital archiving. It is a non-profit institution, also known 
as the Mondadori Foundation, founded in 1979 by the 
heirs of Arnoldo Mondadori and Alberto Mondadori and 
dedicated to “preserving and enhancing the memory of 
Italian publishing work and its protagonists”24. Its purpose 
is to preserve, enhance and make available to scholars the 
fonds of Arnoldo and Alberto Mondadori, as well as of 
the publishing houses Mondadori and Il Saggiatore. The 
Foundation also collects archival fonds received as gifts or 
on deposit, including archives of publishing houses, editors, 

23  For further insights on the project, see Carbé [2023] and Giagnolini 
and Baldini below.

24  See https://www.fondazionemondadori.it/storia.
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translators, literary agencies, authors and editorial staff. The 
material preserved ranges from correspondence of major 
Italian and foreign authors to reading opinions, original 
drawings, audiovisuals and photographs. In recent years, 
it has launched a series of initiatives such as TIP – Take It 
Personally. Personal funds at the centre of the interdisciplin-
ary debate, a collaborative project born out of the desire of 
FAAM and the Archival and Bibliographic Superintendence 
of Lombardy25. The project developed from September 
2022 until January 2023 and was structured in working 
tables dedicated to different professionals, from archivists 
to notaries and from insurers to antiquarians, each called 
upon to bring their experience and professionalism. The 
aim was to structure and consolidate common horizons 
and shared awareness among the different stakeholders, 
even if not strictly professionals. On October 24, 2023, the 
Foundation organised an in-depth meeting on Privacy in the 
creation, management and valorisation of personal archives, 
aimed at memory institutions in which, starting from the 
reference regulatory framework, the Privacy Guarantor 
illustrated the deontological rules for the processing of 
data for archiving in the public interest or for historical 
research purposes.

ALDiNa, another important project, has been launched 
recently. ALDiNa26 was born in 2021 within the Associazione 
per l’Informatica Umanistica e la Cultura Digitale (AIUCD, 
Association of Humanistic Informatics and Digital Culture)27, 
with the collaboration of CLARIN-IT, the Italian Common 

25  The project aimed to provide answers to questions posed by or-
ganisations, professionals, and people who, for various reasons and with 
different interests, find themselves working with personal archives, such 
as: what is a personal fond? what is it for and how is it treated by those 
who produce it, inherit it, acquire it, preserve it, manage it, protect it?

26  The website of the project is https://aiucd.github.io/aldina.
27  AIUCD fosters methodological and theoretical research, scientific 

collaboration and the development of shared practices, resources and 
tools in the Digital Humanities, as well as digital applications in all Hu-
manities disciplines. Additionally, it seeks to stimulate reflection on the 
theoretical foundations of computational methods in Internet culture. 
The website is https://www.aiucd.it.
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Infrastructure for Language Resources and Technologies. A 
group of scholars from different disciplines working together 
on the topic of born-digital literary archives is participating 
in the project. They have come together in the belief that 
there is a need to collaborate on these issues in order to 
identify and share methodologies and best practices for 
acquisition, management and preservation, ensuring access 
to and study of these materials also by comparing different 
experiences, both national and international.

At the University of Bologna is very active the Interna-
tional Research Centre Personal Digital Memories28 (fig. 1.8). 
It was born in 2019 to address the problem of the proper 
creation, management, and preservation of personal funds 
in the digital environment29. The centre became operational 

28  See https://centri.unibo.it/personal-digital-memories.
29  The idea of establishing a research structure that would deal with 

these issues had already emerged on the sidelines of the aforementioned 
conference Archives in person in the digital age. The case of the Archive 
of the Hon. Massimo Vannucci which was held in Macerata Feltria (Italy) 
on June 20, 2015. At that time, the choice fell on the establishment of a 
working group, which worked for the next two years, but then the need 
was recognized to move towards a more structured and institutional form, 
identified in the creation of a university centre, which would guarantee 
the necessary coordination of research and dissemination activities. 
The Research Centre was officially recognised as an articulation of the 

Fig. 1.8. � Home page of the Personal Digital Memories International Centre 
website.
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immediately before the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
One of the first activities was the organisation, in collabo-
ration with the Italian Society for the Study of Photography 
(SISF) and the Central Institute for Archives (ICAR), of the 
conference Personal photographic archives in the digital age: 
Private memories and public history, which has already been 
mentioned and which had the merit of constituting one of the 
first occasions in which the topic of personal photographic 
archives in the digital environment was focused on. Then 
the pandemic took over, but there were still other important 
opportunities to raise awareness of this issue aimed at the 
scientific community. In this regard, it is worth mentioning 
the participation in some conferences, including international 
ones, such as the paper presented – pending the establish-
ment of the Personal Digital Memories Centre – at the 28th 
International Archival Day of the International Institute 
for Archival Studies (IIAS) which was held in Trieste on 
November 19-20, 2018 [Allegrezza 2018]; or the paper 
presented at the 29th International Archival Day, which 
was held in Maribor on October 21-22, 2019 [Allegrezza 
2019b]; or the publication of several articles, also in English, 
in the international magazine “Atlanti+” [Allegrezza 2019a]; 
the webinar The paradox of digital: What will remain of our 
personal memories? presented at the Researchers’ Night on 
November 27, 2020; the multi-voice seminar (Stefano Alle-
grezza and Lucia Giagnolini) entitled Our personal digital 
memories to the test of time. What strategies to best manage 
them and how to pass them on to posterity? presented at 
the European Researchers’ Night on September 29, 2023.

Since 2021, the centre has been organising the Summer 
School in Web and Social Media Archiving and Preservation30, 

Department of Cultural Heritage of the University of Bologna by res-
olution of the Board of Directors on 26 March 2019. The direction of 
the centre has been entrusted to prof. Stefano Allegrezza and colleagues 
from various scientific disciplinary sectors, from contemporary history, to 
anthropology, musicology, archival science, and librarianship, participate 
in the Scientific Board.

30  See https://site.unibo.it/web-and-social-media-archiving-and-pres-
ervation.
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which aims to provide high-level training on the emerging 
issues of archiving and preservation of websites, social 
media, blogs, instant messaging (WhatsApp, Telegram, 
Signal, etc.), and, in general, of all the new forms of digital 
documentary material, the preservation of which is funda-
mental for many scientific fields (e.g. historical, sociological, 
political, artistic, musical, geographical, philological, literary, 
demo-ethno-anthropological, religious research, etc.) for the 
future reconstruction of current civilisation.

In-depth studies are proposed on emerging themes, 
such as the preservation of instant messaging (WhatsApp, 
Telegram, etc.), which is increasingly used in both public 
and private landscape and tend to replace traditional email 
communications; the issues of digital legacy, the legacy of 
digital heritage (social profiles, websites, accounts, electronic 
resources, etc.) and their consequences for the future of 
collective and personal memory; cybersecurity and digital 
forensics with the aim of understanding the legal value 
of new types of documents (websites, social media posts, 
e-mails; instant messages, etc.). Also collaborating with the 
centre are some PhD students working on personal digital 
archiving guidelines and ephemeral messaging preservation. 

7.	 Future perspectives

The digital revolution has significantly transformed the 
way personal archives are created, stored, and managed. 
Despite advancements in science and technology, there is 
a real danger of losing personal digital archives that are 
being created today due to technological obsolescence and 
lack of proper preservation: without proper preservation 
strategies, personal digital archives are vulnerable to loss 
and degradation. If we consider that they have been a 
privileged source for a whole series of scientific sectors (in 
historical research, demo-ethno-anthropological, sociologi-
cal, artistic, geographic, literary, philological, just to name 
a few) for centuries we understand how the eventuality of 
loss of personal digital archives that are being created in 
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our era would have extremely negative consequences for 
multiple areas of research. It is therefore critical to act now 
to preserve personal digital archives before they are lost by 
raising awareness among individuals about the importance 
of digital preservation and developing and disseminating 
guidelines and best practices for both individuals and insti-
tutions. Strong synergy and collaboration among the various 
stakeholders is essential to the success of this strategy: events, 
such as conferences and seminars, that bring together experts 
and the general public to discuss digital preservation should 
continue to be organised. Institutions should take proactive 
measures to ensure the preservation of digital archives, 
including contacting potential digital archive creators. In 
conclusion, personal digital archiving is a vital aspect of 
preserving our digital heritage. As technology continues to 
evolve, so our methods for managing and preserving digital 
memories must evolve. Only by increasing awareness among 
creators of personal archives (i.e., people, including ordinary 
people), identifying strategies to address the challenges of 
digital preservation, and taking proactive measures will it 
be possible to ensure that personal digital archives remain 
accessible and available for future generations.
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1.	 Digital assets and their nature 

The last half-century has been characterised by a re-
lentless technological development that has profoundly 
changed human relations, and the exponential increase of 
computational machines has transformed today’s society into 
an infosphere [Canali 2013; Floridi 2017], while creating a 
new space composed of bits and interconnected networks. 
Technology has permeated social, economic, and commercial 
relations, and the analogue (off-line) world has become in-
creasingly inseparable from the digital (on-line) world. After 
the Copernican, Darwinian, and psychoanalytic revolutions, 
today a fourth revolution is underway: the digital revolution. 

With the digital revolution, the life and everyday life of 
each individual has changed radically, and with it personal 
heritage. Suffice it to consider that photographic film has 
been replaced by digital photography, computerised doc-
uments have imposed themselves on printed paper, digital 
publications (e.g. e-books, newspapers, databases, etc.) have 
become increasingly successful, digital works of art and 
their copies have become new forms of investment, music 
and videotapes have disappeared, private collections have 
become digitized or have been digitized, crypto-currencies 
have become the new exchange currencies, paper corre-
spondence has been supplanted by email, the old memory 
box has been replaced by aseptic mechanical artefacts or 
intangible virtual spaces. 

At the same time, new computers, such as smartphones, 
with very high computational performance, became smaller, 
cheaper and more widespread. Technological evolution has 
brought with it several consequences, two of which are 

Alessandro d’Arminio Monforte

THE DIGITAL LEGACY IN ITALY



42

particularly significant from the succession point of view: 
on the one hand, each individual is now the owner of his 
or her own digital heritage; on the other hand, the heritage 
has become composed of digital assets no longer only with 
personal, intimate or affective content, but often also of a 
patrimonial nature, stored in (physical or virtual) protected 
storage media. 

Due to the heterogeneity of the assets of which a per-
son’s digital estate may be composed today, it is necessary to 
qualify the legal nature of the subjective situations attached 
to the assets, since the regulation of succession may be 
affected [Marino 2018].

The issue has less intuitive solutions than may appear 
and hence the need to distinguish, within the digital estate 
subject to succession, digital assets (and the subjective rights 
underlying them) from storage media (physical and virtual) 
and from contractual relations for the provision of services 
linked to accounts [Serena 2016]. 

The term digital goods is used to identify those goods 
represented in bits (by a series of 0’s and 1’s), of which 
one can claim the relevant rights of use, contained within a 
storage device, physical or virtual [Berti and Zanetti 2016; 
d’Arminio Monforte 2020; Marino 2018; Serena 2016], often 
protected by an access credential. 

Although categorisation is not adequate to represent the 
phenomenon of digital succession in its entirety and com-
plexity, the distinction between digital assets with patrimonial 
content and digital assets with personal content nevertheless 
proves necessary [Resta 2019] in order to better understand 
the issues underlying their transmission mortis causa. 

Assets with patrimonial content are characterised by their 
intrinsic economic value and by the related power of economic 
use that they confer on their owner. These include: digital 
photographs taken by a professional photographer; an archi-
tect’s plans drawn through design programmes; digital works 
of art; the NFTs, cryptocurrencies, digital collectables; digital 
drawings; computer programmes written by a programmer; 
studies relating to patentable inventions; videos recorded or 
edited by a film-maker; intellectual works created with digital 
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tools [d’Arminio Monforte 2020; Gerbo 2015; Marino 2018; 
Maniaci and d’Arminio Monforte 2020; Spatuzzi 2020].

Goods with a personal content, i.e. non-pecuniary, are, 
on the other hand, those goods that can only be valued in 
their correspondence to individual, family, emotional or 
social interests. This category includes: personal and family 
photographs; intimate writings; personal notes; medical 
reports; email.

Both assets of patrimonial and non-patrimonial character 
may have heterogeneous content, being, on the one hand, 
included among creative works of the mind (such as com-
puter programs and preparatory works of a developer, the 
works of a writer, digital photographs taken by a professional 
photographer the plans of an architect, the drawings of a 
graphic designer) and, on the other hand (or at the same 
time), be equated with writings of a confidential nature or 
referring to the intimacy of private life, such as correspon-
dence, SMS, WhatsApp, chat, messages, family or personal 
memoirs, diaries, family photographs, personal material. 

2.	 Access credentials

Credentials, on the other hand, constitute the virtual 
key to access the content they protect and without which 
the latter is destined to remain secret. They usually consist 
of a combination of data, i.e. a password and a username 
or user-id, known only to its creator, used now to access a 
storage medium, now an archive, now a digital asset or an 
account [Bertollini 2019; Buffa 2016; d’Arminio Monforte 
2020; Finocchiaro 2011, 2013, 2014]. 

Access credentials prove fundamental in the succession 
context, since, without them, both the transfer mortis causa 
of any right (real or personal) to the digital asset or to the 
medium where it is stored and the identification of digital 
assets and, in particular, of the accounts traceable to the 
deceased are prevented. 

If one considers, in fact, that access credentials are known 
only to their creator, are composed of complex characters, 
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always different after each update and perhaps associated 
with another piece of data, such as a One Time Password 
(OTP), it is evident how their transmission constitutes one 
of the most complex aspects to regulate in the context of the 
succession of digital assets, all the more so in the absence 
of an ad hoc tool enabling, on the one hand, the owner of 
these passwords to keep them up-to-date during his lifetime 
and, on the other hand, to make them known to his heirs 
only once the event of death has occurred [Maniaci and 
d’Arminio Monforte 2020].

3.	 Storage media as new archives 

In the past, analogue assets of patrimonial value (jewellery, 
watches, brooches, etc.) or personal value (negatives of pho-
tographic films, letters, postcards, etc.) of the deceased were 
easy to find as they were kept in more or less large, easily 
identifiable spaces or inside safe-deposit boxes at a bank. 

For digital (or digitized) assets, the issue is more 
complex since these, by their very nature, must be stored 
within so-called storage devices (physical or virtual), i.e. 
dedicated media that can be accessed (often only) through 
an access credential (known only to its creator). Although 
they cannot technically be counted as digital assets, the 
practical relevance of storage media is nevertheless decisive 
for inheritance purposes, if only because they contain the 
personal archives of each individual. 

Physical storage media usually include: magnetic hard 
disks (such are the disks installed in most personal com-
puters, fixed and portable, as mass storage, but can also be 
used separately as external drives), solid state drives (SSD), 
flash memories (the various pendrives, camera memory cards 
and the internal memory of smartphones are based on flash 
memory), optical disks (CD-ROM – Compact Disk Read 
Only Memory, CD-R – Compact Disk Rewritable, DVD – 
Digital Versatile Disc, BR Blu-Ray Disc). 

Virtual storage media generally include accounts. An 
account is a specific virtual environment owned by the 
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provider of the information society service, usually custom-
isable, having certain contents and singular functionalities, 
licensed to the Internet user for the use of a certain service 
and accessible only through access credentials [Barba 2018]. 

Given its function as a sort of container of data, the 
account is often equated with a safe-deposit box with a third 
party in that the data contained therein are (and remain) 
the property of the user of the service even though they can 
only be accessed via an electronic key. 

The account, therefore, is more properly indicative of a 
mere contractual relationship between the service provider 
and the user [Cinque 2020], which, however, being char-
acterised by clauses preventing or limiting the heirs from 
taking over the contract or providing for the deletion or 
incommunicability of all data referring to the deceased user, 
does not fall within the scope of inheritance. 

Among the most common are so-called cloud storage: 
virtual spaces of personal storage, made available by an 
information society service provider and accessible through 
an account, which can be used anytime and anywhere using 
an Internet connection and a device (a personal computer, 
smartphone, tablet, etc., one’s own or a third party’s). 

4.	 The birth and evolution of the so-called “digital legacy” 

On 13 November 2004, a young US Marine named 
Justin Ellsworth was killed in Iraq by a roadside bomb. 
Having maintained most contact with his loved ones through 
email, after his death, the boy’s parents, wishing to retrieve 
correspondence with their son, asked the email provider 
Yahoo! (i.e. the provider of the relevant service) for access 
to their son’s account where the archive of emails received 
and sent was stored. 

Despite the fact that Justin’s parents were also his heirs, 
Yahoo! rejected the claim in light of, inter alia, the fact 
that the service agreement signed electronically by Justin 
had a “no right of survivorship and no transferability” 
clause under which the account could not be transferred 
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and all rights to it and its contents would cease upon the 
death of the contracting party. Justin’s parents then filed 
a lawsuit against Yahoo!, arguing that the mailbox should 
be equated with a safe-deposit box, the contents of which 
could be dropped in succession, and, after a lengthy court 
process, obtained from the Oakland County Probate Court 
the delivery on CD of only the emails received by their son 
(but not the password to access the account by virtue of 
the above-mentioned non-transferability clause) [Maniaci 
and d’Arminio Monforte 2020; Sasso 2019]. 

The so-called digital inheritance was born and, for the 
first time, the legal question arose of the fate of digital 
assets belonging to the deceased [Sasso 2019]. After that 
of Justin Ellsworth, other similar cases have followed over 
the years. Among them, we briefly mention those of Marsha 
Mehran, the “German case” and the (first) “Italian case”. 
The well-known Iranian writer Marsha Mehran, author of an 
internationally renowned bestseller entitled Coffee Babylon, 
died suddenly in 2014. Her heirs and, in particular, her 
father, turned to Google to verify that there were no other 
literary works by his daughter in the Google Drive cloud, 
which the woman used daily. After some negotiations and 
the initiation of legal action, Google handed the father a 
CD with his daughter’s writings stored in the cloud. 

The second, very significant case is that of a German girl 
who died, probably by suicide, in the Berlin underground. 
The parents, the young girl’s heirs, wishing to acquaint 
themselves with the contents of their daughter’s Facebook 
profile, both to exclude any doubt about the suicide hy-
pothesis and to find useful elements to defend themselves 
in the pre-announced judgement by the train driver, asked 
the social network for access to the contents of the account, 
although it had been made “commemorative” by Facebook 
itself following the publication of the news of the girl’s dis-
appearance. Facebook, which was sued before the German 
courts, assumed that it could not comply with the parents’ 
request because, on the one hand, the account was not sus-
ceptible to transfer mortis causa on the basis of the company’s 
policies and the general terms and conditions signed during 
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registration and, on the other hand, they denied the request 
on the grounds of both a prohibition on the disclosure of 
content under German law and the duty of confidentiality 
imposed by the GDPR and a duty to protect the deceased’s 
personality. Despite a troubled judicial process, which first 
saw the parents’ application granted and then rejected, the 
application was finally upheld by the German Supreme 
Court through a logical legal reasoning that is difficult to 
challenge [Resta 2014]. 

The third case, which is historical for the Italian legal 
system and the law of succession, is that of Carlo Costanza, a 
25-year-old chef by profession who died prematurely as a result 
of a car accident, which is discussed in more detail below. 

5.	 Succession in the digital estate in the absence of “mortis 
causa” dispositions 

The recomposition of (and, therefore, the taking over 
of) the digital inheritance can prove extremely complex, if 
not impossible, when one considers the confidentiality of 
an individual’s digital life, the immateriality of digital assets, 
and the secrecy of access credentials to storage media or 
accounts [Maniaci and d’Arminio Monforte 2020].

As far as storage media are concerned, once found, heirs 
may find it difficult to access them, due to the application of 
an access credential, a custom that has become established. 

There are basically two solutions open to the heirs: 
either to act independently and thus attempt to access the 
device by entering passwords already known, for instance, 
because they were frequently used by the deceased or could 
be reconstructed through his habits, or to request the assis-
tance of computer forensics specialists in order to attempt 
to access the credential-protected medium and recover the 
contents stored there. 

This second solution proves to be the safest since, thanks 
to the application of computer forensic procedures, it is in 
fact possible to obtain an exact copy of the storage device 
(so-called forensic copy), in order to attempt to access it 
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and recover its contents, without compromising the original. 
The recourse to the so-called forensic copy of the storage 
device is very frequent, as it allows multiple access attempts 
(even invasive or destructive), but other techniques are also 
often used, such as, for example, that of bruteforce, consist-
ing in the insertion of a conspicuous number of automated 
access attempts through passwords randomly generated 
from predetermined criteria, or that of the so-called chip 
off (applicable only where it is not necessary to preserve the 
storage medium, as), consisting in the physical removal of 
components from the logic board to obtain physical access 
to the component containing the key to be extracted.

On the other hand, with respect to the assets contained 
in accounts, the problems prove (almost always) to be 
surmountable thanks to the exploitation of the settings of 
browsers, the legal instruments offered by the legal system 
or the functionalities made available by the information 
society service provider.

The first (as well as the simplest) form of acquisition of 
digital assets traceable to an account of the deceased is access 
through the same device (or devices) (personal computer, 
smartphone, tablet, etc.) in use by the deceased. If the heirs 
have managed to gain access, they may in fact attempt to access 
the deceased’s account using his personal computer, tablet or 
smartphone. After all, browsers allow the access credentials 
that the user has decided to save to be stored locally. 

Should such an attempt prove unsuccessful, the most 
effective tool for (attempting to) take possession of the dig-
ital assets belonging to the deceased will be the legal one. 
In particular, as far as the Italian legal system is concerned 
(and provided that Italian law is applicable under the rules 
of private international law), the provision that proves to be 
most useful for gaining possession of the inherited digital 
assets is represented by Article 2-terdecies, of Legislative 
Decree no. 196/2003, as amended by d.lgs. no. 101/201833, 
which, in paragraph 1, provides that 

The rights referred to in Articles 15 to 22 of the Regulation 
referring to personal data concerning deceased persons may be 
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exercised by those who have an interest of their own, or who 
act to protect the data subject, as his agent, or for family reasons 
deserving protection. 

The rule, although contained within the body of laws 
relating to the processing of personal data, therefore makes 
it possible to obtain, pursuant to Article 15 of the GDPR, 
access to (and a copy of) all the information processed by 
the data controller, i.e. all the digital assets (text documents, 
digital photos and videos, conversations, recordings, etc.) 
contained within the deceased’s account, traceable to him 
and stored there. 

Entitled to make such a request are all those who have 
an interest of their own (such as an heir, an injured or preter-
mised legitimary, a legatee), or who act to protect the person 
concerned (including the executor of the will who considers 
the dignity of the deceased to have been violated), or in 
their capacity as proxies (such as persons who, by virtue of 
a contract with post-mortem effects, have been entrusted with 
carrying out a certain activity, such as deleting or handing 
over data), or for family reasons worthy of protection (such 
as a relative who considers the interests of the family unit to 
have been harmed in the context of a publication in a social 
network), and, therefore, subjects who might be holders of a 
right acquired mortis causa or legitimated iure proprio.

Having obtained possession of the digital assets trace-
able to the deceased, these will be subject to the ordinary 
rules on succession and, therefore, like any other movable 
property, they will devolve pursuant to Article 565 of the 
Civil Code to the spouse or civil partner (see Article 1, para. 
21, Law No. 76/2016), descendants, ascendants, collaterals, 
other relatives and the State, in the order and according to 
the rules established by law.

6.	 The first Italian case on digital inheritance 

The first application of Article 2 terdecies of Legisla-
tive Decree 196/2003 to digital inheritance dates back to 
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9 February 2021, a historic date for succession law. On 
that occasion, in fact, the Court of Milan issued the first 
(precautionary) ruling on the subject of digital inheritance, 
formally recognising to the digital (personal) data of the 
deceased the same quality of things (pursuant to art. 810 
of the Italian Civil Code) forming part of the inheritance 
subject to devolution mortis causa. 

The case concerned the claim by the parents of a young 
boy, a chef by profession, who died prematurely as a result 
of a car accident, to have their right to access their son’s 
i-cloud accounts, provided by Apple, where copies of the 
(synchronised) data of his smartphone, which was destroyed 
following the accident, were stored [Maniaci and d’Arminio 
Monforte 2020]. 

Apple has never contested the quality of heirs of the 
applicants nor their legitimacy to the access request, but 
claimed, instead, the fulfilment of additional requirements to 
those required by Article 15 of the GDPR in order to grant 
the access request. This explains why the Court of Milan 
resolved the matter by applying the rules on the processing of 
personal data and, specifically, precisely Article 2-terdecies of 
Legislative Decree no. 196/2003 (in conjunction with Article 
15 of the GDPR) and not the rules governing successions. 

Although there is no textual match, the court not only 
qualified the data contained within the account as digital 
goods, but also recognised the i-cloud account as having 
the same functions as a (third-party) lost safe-deposit box. 

Subsequently, having identified Article 2-terdecies of 
Legislative Decree No. 196/2003 as the most appropriate 
source of law to regulate the case at hand, the Milan judge 
then ascertained the claimants’ status as heirs and verified 
the existence of the only prerequisite required by the pro-
vision (i.e. an interest or reason) for access to the deceased’s 
personal data pursuant to Article 15 of the GDPR. 

The applicants’ interest was found not so much in the 
heirs’ proper interest in acquiring the availability of the 
inherited property, but rather, in the light of the family 
relationship, in the family reasons worthy of protection 
put forward by the applicants themselves, who wished to 
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carry out a memorial project, the subject of which was the 
collection of the culinary recipes experimented by their son 
and preserved in the cloud. 

Having ascertained, therefore, the right of the heirs to 
access the deceased’s data, the Milan judge, after declaring 
illegitimate the request to meet requirements not provided 
for by Article 15 of the GDPR in order to obtain access, 
also found the absence of a written declaration by the 
deceased that he or she wished to prohibit, pursuant to 
Article 2-terdecies, paragraph 2, of Legislative Decree No. 
196/2003, the exercise of rights under Articles 15 to 22 of 
EU Regulation No. 2016/679. Only the presence of such a 
declaration could have, in thesis, prevented the heirs from 
exercising the rights under Article 15 of the GDPR. 

7.	 Digital succession planning tools 

In the Italian legal system, there is currently no specific 
legal instrument for the mortis causa transfer of digital assets. 
Consequently, it is necessary to make use of already existing 
institutions, albeit adapting them to the technological reali-
ty, since the intergenerational transmission of digital assets 
may prove extremely complex in the absence of prior and 
articulated planning. 

Among these, those that can be applied, often in com-
bination, are: 

– the testamentary transaction; 
– the executor of the will; 
– the contract of mandate post mortem exequendum. 

7.1.  The testamentary transaction and the password bequest

The will is the only negotiating instrument through which 
one can dispose of one’s assets for the time when one has 
ceased to live [Barba 2017]. 

Its content may be the most varied and, therefore, it 
may also contain (atypical) provisions such as those relating 
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to digital assets, irrespective of the patrimonial or person-
al nature of the (digital) assets that make it up [Di Staso 
2011; Resta 2019]. The only limit is in fact represented by 
mandatory rules, public order and morality. 

Indeed, assuming that the medium on which the will is 
usually drafted is paper, the secrecy of the access credentials 
written inside a paper will could be easily frustrated. Any 
person, even a person extraneous to the succession, who finds 
the document could, in fact, use the access credentials to 
appropriate the protected content or, in any event, to dispose 
of it in breach of the law and of the will of the de cuius.

There is also another reason that discourages the use of 
the will in the context of succession in the digital estate: the 
formality of publication, i.e., that fulfilment consisting in the 
drawing up by a notary, in the presence of two witnesses, 
of a report in which the state of the will is described and 
its contents (including the so-called codicils) are reproduced 
in full. 

While it is true that the access credential must remain 
secret until it is delivered to its rightful recipient, it is equally 
true that, should it be expressly indicated in the will, its 
function would be nullified by its publication. 

There would be no point, moreover, in deleting the cre-
dential indicated by the testator from the testamentary form 
pursuant to Article 620, last paragraph, of the Civil Code, 
as this would in any event be a corrective measure for a 
publication (rectius, disclosure) that had already taken place. 

For all the above reasons, the testamentary transaction 
proves to be usable only in combination with the post mortem 
exequendum mandate: the will could contain the attributive 
disposition of the digital asset, whereas the post mortem 
mandate could be used in a functional or instrumental 
manner for the transfer of the access credentials (already 
held by the agent) to the legitimate beneficiary. 

The same considerations apply to the so-called password 
bequest, i.e. the atypical bequest through which the testa-
tor, by means of the direct attribution of credentials, can 
confer on the legatee the rights over what the credentials 
themselves hold.



53

7.2.  The mandate “post mortem exequendum” 

The post mortem mandate is a true inter vivos contract, 
whereby the agent undertakes, vis-à-vis the principal, to 
perform certain legal acts on the latter’s behalf (pursuant to 
Article 1703 of the Civil Code) after his death [Putortì 2012]. 

Thus, unlike the mandate in causa di morte, since there 
is no attribution mortis causa, the mandate post mortem 
does not run the risk of incurring the sanction of nullity 
for breach of the prohibition of agreements as to succession 
under Article 458 of the Civil Code. 

The mandate post mortem exequendum is an inter vivos 
transaction that is not perfected by death, but by the agent’s 
acceptance (prior to the principal’s death) of the assignment 
and in which the principal’s death is not the cause of the 
legal transaction, but represents the initial term or suspen-
sive condition upon the occurrence of which the contract 
produces the effects divided by the parties. 

Since it is, however, a contract, capable of affecting the 
structure of the legal relations of the de cuius after his death, 
doctrine has questioned its admissibility [Moncalvo 2009]. 

As to the so-called ultratactivity profile, the doctrine 
and the jurisprudence are unanimous in considering that 
the principle set forth in Article 1722(4) of the Civil Code, 
according to which the mandate expires upon the princi-
pal’s death, is dispositive and, therefore, the parties would 
be allowed to enter into mandate agreements concerning 
activities to be performed after the principal’s death. 

With regard to the profile of the violation of the pro-
hibition of agreements as to succession, according to the 
prevailing doctrine the mandate could not be declared 
invalid ab origine, it being decisive to examine the specific 
nature of the assignment to be performed and to verify 
whether this is contrary to the prohibition, since it could 
not be declared null and void merely because the parties 
have established ultratactivity [Bonilini 2013]. 

Thus, a mandate through which the parties intend to 
realise a patrimonial attribution (such as handing over access 
credentials to the addressee in the case of an account at an 
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exchange or the private key in the case of direct custody) or 
to dispose of a right of succession by reason of death may be 
considered null and void pursuant to Articles 457 and 458 of 
the Civil Code. In such a case, the mandate would be used 
in place of a will to dispose of the principal’s assets [Bechini 
2016]. When, on the other hand, the agent is instructed to 
perform an act of non-pecuniary content involving a material 
or markedly executive activity, the mandate is deemed valid. 

In light of its characteristics, the post mortem exequendum 
mandate is therefore the most appropriate instrument for 
securing the transfer mortis causa of an individual’s digital 
assets. Indeed, such a tool may be used to transmit access 
credentials to the account: 

1.  alone, if the assignment of the digital asset of patrimo-
nial value had already taken place with the principal still alive; 

2.  in combination with the will, which will contain the 
provisions attributing the digital asset of patrimonial (or 
non-patrimonial) value; 

3.  alone, in the context of the legitimate succession, if 
the recipients of the digital asset, of patrimonial (or non-pat-
rimonial) value, are also the persons called upon by law to 
succeed the deceased. 

The contract may also be concluded orally, although 
the written form is preferable, at least in order to prevent 
exceptions by other co-heirs, legatees or third parties with 
whom the agent should deal. 

It is necessary, however, to point out that the mandate 
post mortem exequendum presents certain non-negligible 
obstacles, which may discourage its use: among them, the 
possibility for the heirs to revoke the mandate (by taking 
over the mandate contract, the heirs will in fact always have 
the possibility of preventing the execution of the mandate 
given to the agent to deliver the credentials). 

7.3.  The executor 

Another institution that, with appropriate precautions, 
can be used to manage the transfer of digital assets is the 
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executor. The institution in fact allows the testator to entrust 
the execution of his last will and testamentary dispositions 
to a person in whom he has a particular trust (moral or 
professional), often different from the heir and legatee, 
defined by the law as the executor (pursuant to arts. 700 et 
seq. of the Civil Code). 

Through such an institution, the testator could, therefore, 
dispose mortis causa of his or her digital estate and, at the 
same time, make use of a trusted person who was already 
the custodian of the access credentials, so that his or her 
will could be executed. The institution of the executor 
therefore appears to be the most appropriate for the transfer 
of digital assets, as it overcomes all the typical criticalities 
of digital succession. 

The use of this institution, however, also presents certain 
critical issues: the appointment of an executor can, in fact, 
be accepted or waived, without the need for any justification 
on the part of the person appointed as executor, with the 
consequence that, if the executor chosen by the testator is 
unwilling or unable to accept the appointment, the will may 
remain unfulfilled. 

These critical points, moreover, do not appear to be 
overcome even in the event that the testator has provided 
for a substitute pursuant to Art. 700(1) of the Civil Code, 
given that, even in that case, the substitute might not accept 
the assignment.
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1.  Pavia Archivi Digitali (PAD): Conceptual and method-
ological preliminary remarks

Pavia Archivi Digitali (PAD) is a project founded in 2009 
at the University of Pavia to preserve born-digital archives of 
contemporary writers, journalists, and intellectuals [Weston 
et al. 2017a, 2017b, 2019]. It is the first initiative in Italy 
to address the challenges associated with the acquisition, 
management, preservation, and access of what Emmanuela 
Carbé has termed “digitale d’autore” [2018, 2023, 9]. Initial-
ly, the project was integrated within the University of Pavia 
Library System, but since 2021 it has officially become part 
of the activities and assets of the Centro per gli studi sulla 
tradizione manoscritta di autori moderni e contemporanei 
(hereafter referred to as Centro Manoscritti)1.

As of 2024, the Centro Manoscritti’s born-digital heritage 
comprises eleven archives that come from submissions of 
Silvia Avallone, Franco Buffoni, Gianrico Carofiglio, Mario 
Desiati, Paolo Di Paolo, Jolanda Insana2, Valerio Magrelli, 

1  Over the years, the project has been tirelessly overseen by the IT spe-
cialist Primo Baldini, alongside a management committee and a scientific 
committee coordinated since 2014 by Prof. Paul Gabriele Weston, with 
contributions from collaborators such as Annalisa Doneda, Emmanuela 
Carbé, Laura Pusterla, Grazia Bruttocao, and Nicoletta Leone.

2  Jolanda Insana’s archive was not acquired through the ordinary 
procedures defined by PAD, that generally receives materials directly 
from the authors. Insana’s born-digital archive consists of the contents 
of floppy disks and a CD-ROM found among the papers of the analogue 
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Francesco Pecoraro, Laura Pugno, Beppe Severgnini, San-
dro Veronesi. 

In the standard procedure, PAD receives materials di-
rectly from the authors. As can be quickly gleaned from the 
archives’ extent in figure 3.1, each acquisition has been a 
unique case. Some fonds represent an almost exact replica 
of the author’s archive at the time of the acquisition; in 
other cases, the author conducted a more critical selection 
of materials, maintaining the original structure but signifi-
cantly reducing the overall size of the archive. In some 
instances, the acquisition only minimally overlaps with the 
author’s archive, differing in the directory structure and file 
quantity. Lastly, there are acquisitions where the author has 
selected only a few specific files for submission to PAD3. 
This is the case with the acquisitions of Sandro Veronesi, 
Valerio Magrelli, and Mario Desiati, which consist of the 

fund kept by the Centro Manoscritti. These born-digital materials were 
included in the workflow to ensure proper preservation and access. In 
the future, it is highly likely that PAD will process increasingly more 
material from hybrid archives.

3  For a more detailed overview of the collections, their contents, 
and the acquisition methods up to 2022, please refer to Chapter 2 in 
Carbé [2023].

Fig. 3.1. � Overview of the born-digital archives preserved by the Centro Ma-
noscritti.
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digital paratexts of a single work per author, donated during 
the “Parole al Centro” events organised by the Centro 
Manoscritti. For this reason, these cannot be classified as 
proper archives, but rather as acquisitions carried out for 
experimental purposes in digital philology, incorporated 
into the workflow to safeguard their use and preservation. 

This variety of acquisitions presents a critical challenge 
from an archival perspective. The issue emerges not only 
because authors might selectively submit just portions of 
their archives, but also because they will probably contin-
ue to produce and refine their work (outside the context 
of archival acquisition). Consequently, these archives can 
only provide a temporal or content-based fragment of the 
material produced and acquired by an author throughout 
their activities. 

After all, a selective approach to archiving is nothing new 
and it’s not limited to digital collections. Authors and families 
have historically curated their physical archives, choosing to 
include certain letters, manuscripts, or journals while omit-
ting others. This curatorial process, whether intentionally or 
not, may lead to an archive that is more a construction of a 
desired self-representation rather than an objective reflection 
of the producer in the records [Douglas 2015; Douglas and 
MacNeil 2009; Montevecchi 2002, 225-227; Roselli 2019, 171; 
Trevisan 2009, 19-30]. If not determined by the author’s own 
will, segmentations and rearrangements may also be caused 
by the author’s individual biographical, financial, or political 
circumstances, or those of their heirs4 [Giorgi 2019, 64]. Dig-
ital technology, in contrast to analog, undoubtedly offers the 
potential for rapid and effortless selection processes, making 

4  Due to the very nature of these archives, the cases are numerous, 
although the severity of the interventions and fragmentations is clearly 
extremely variable. In Carassi [2018, 73-77] is presented an interesting 
overview of testimonies from archivists dealing with gaps resulting from 
deliberate disposal or accidental losses in archives of notable Italian 
personalities. Recently, in Italy, significant attention has been drawn to 
the case of Umberto Eco’s Archive [see Ministero della Cultura 2024]. 
On the international context, recent news highlights the sale of George 
Orwell’s correspondence [see Alberge 2024].
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these tailored cuts just one click away. On the other hand, 
unlike analog documents, which are unique entities, digital 
documents are interpretations of data in binary form, allow-
ing for the creation of limitless identical copies. Of course, 
we can discuss the caution to be exercised in creating these 
copies, ensuring the preservation of their authenticity and 
integrity [Duranti 2002; Rogers 2015]. However, migrating 
a single partition of a personal archive in a forensic manner 
does not, as with analog documents, result in the automatic 
depletion of the original archive. Unless a permanent deletion 
is voluntarily carried out, copying the files will not result in 
their removal from the original directories. Furthermore, the 
ability to create virtually infinite copies could also challenge 
their potential economic value. Given these characteristics 
and the relative ease of migration, these partitions are ideally 
(and hopefully) more likely to be reintegrated in the future, 
far more than in the analog world. 

It is also essential to note that born-digital personal 
archives are inherently fragmented across a multitude of 
supports and platforms, and extended beyond traditional 
boundaries – considering that social media, apps, and web-
sites are fully recognizable as part of such archives [Alle-
grezza 2020; Cannelli and Musso 2022; Giagnolini 2023]. 
Considering that access to each of these dimensions is often 
hampered by legal barriers and technological obsolescence, 
it is nearly impossible to recover the entire documentary 
output produced by an individual in the digital realm [Al-
legrezza 2021]. 

Despite these inherent limitations, it is the task of the 
archivist, then, to account for the background of those 
documents [Associazione Italiana Biblioteche Commissio-
ne Nazionale Biblioteche Speciali, Archivi e Biblioteche 
d’Autore 2019, 12-13; Di Marcantonio 2023, 33], or for the 
presence of some series and the absence of others, seeking 
to provide the researcher with a picture of the documenta-
tion that is as contextualised as possible. Within the scope 
of PAD, to compensate for this situation, efforts have been 
made to document as thoroughly as possible the context of 
the creation and acquisition of the various submissions, also 


