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Abstract  
After the successful completion of their joint venture to deliver over half a million digitized historical 
photographs to Europeana – Europe’s largest virtual museum – several of the archives, agencies and 
museums involved decided to keep working together. A new association was established: 
PHOTOCONSORTIUM. About a year ago, this expert network was invited by Europeana to take a 
next step and help establish a ‘thematic collection’ of top-quality early photographs. As a result, an 
extensive selection of curated images from the first 100 years of photography will henceforth be 
accessible through a new online platform, hosted by www.europeana.eu. Virtual exhibitions, themed 
galleries, predefined queries, blog posts and many more features will shed light on the hidden gems of 
this unique treasure trove. For the contributing partner institutions, this is an incredible opportunity to 
globally promote interesting collections that would otherwise have stayed under the radar. But 
educators and creative industries may rejoice too, as improved search tools are bound to make the 
Europeana Photography Thematic Collection an unmissable resource. Finally, photography 
enthusiasts too will be treated to the best of the best: high-end images and compelling stories with top-
notch provenance in a safe online environment.  

1 INTRODUCTION 
The Europeana Photography thematic collection [1] stems from digitisation efforts in the 
EuropeanaPhotography project [2], an EC CIP funded project [3] which ran from 2012 to 2015, and 
delivered over 450.000 images from early photographs (1839-1939) to Europeana [4]. However, 
Europeana already contained many photographs delivered by cultural heritage institutions, e.g. by 
Deutsche Fotothek [5]. Together, these form the thematic collections, with now over 2 million images 
of photography, delivered to the highest standards (at least 800px wide at the tallest side, with a direct 
link to the preview image).  

To produce the thematic channel, extensive research has been done on these collections, as these 
have been contributed by so many different institutions across Europe, many using their own 
metadata descriptions, in over 30 languages.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
Finding the hidden treasures in this collection can be considered as a kind of “above the surface 
archaeology”, requiring tedious, lengthy searches and contacts with photographic experts. For the 
latter, we could count on the experts from PHOTOCONSORTIUM [6], a non-profit organization that 
brings together people in the photographic heritage profession such as image archives, image 
databases, photo agencies, museums and galleries as well as scientific researchers, on photography 
as a technical science as well as photography as an art.  

With the help of experts from CRDI [7] and TopFoto [8], photographic themes, techniques as well as a 
timeline of photography and an index of photographers were developed, allowing to bring some order 
in this gigantic collection.  

The curation follows certain guidance principles: 

First, themes had to be found, not imposed on the collections. This actually required to browse 
through the thousands of images, a curation work never done before, which offered a unique 
apperception of the reality of early photography and its main thematic forms. Next, there is attention to 
the photographic properties of the image. What caught the photographer’s eye? What was their 
message? How was light used? What about foreground/background?  
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Of course, also the format of the photograph is relevant. Is it portrait or landscape? What are the 
dimensions? Third, the used technique, as this has an impact on what could be photographed and 
how, and also has an influence on the style. The advent of shorter exposure times or of colour 
photography techniques profoundly impacted what was photographed and how it was portrayed.  

As we didn’t want to confine ourselves to an established western canon of photography, since due to 
the opening of eastern Europe a lot of very interesting archives became accessible with absolute high 
quality photography, having been digitized in the context of EuropeanaPhotography, we needed to 
asses this quality ourselves, using the broad expertise of Photoconsortium as an echo. The value of 
such a consortium is that you both have privileged access to archives and to first-hand knowledge of 
specialists and archivists which would not be available to an individual researcher.  

But first and foremost, stories needed to be told to introduce a wider public to the fascinations of 
photography and photographic art. For these stories, key narratives were defined, such as “the 
pleasure of plenty” [9], hinting at a typical property of many of the belle époque photographs (the early 
period of photography coincides partly with the Victorian age and belle époque). And of course the 
theme “Let there be light”. There will also be a series on portrait photography. Besides the general 
themes, developed into virtual exhibitions such as “Industrial Photography in The Machine Age”, many 
galleries were created, they will appear on Europeana grouped in seasons, so that there is always 
something new to discover on the photography collections’ homepage.  

Taking into account the fact that is very difficult for a broader audience to use the search box – as they 
do not necessarily know the right search terms that would produce results – it is important to guide 
users to content by telling stories in which these terms and concepts are introduced. For this, besides 
the virtual exhibitions and galleries we also create “browse entry points” that highlight certain 
subcollections.  

But this whole effort makes no sense if the Europeana collections are not used. This is why they are 
made for: to be used by the general public, inside or outside Europe, by teachers also, students, 
amateurs, gallery owners, art enthusiasts, historians …  

3 RESULTS 
We have a very broad and diverse audience in mind. In EuropeanaPhotography e.g., we made a 
travelling exhibition [10] from this collection with which we went to schools – even primary schools – 
secondary education, photo amateur clubs and last but not least senior citizens in senior homes.  

The high impact of photography has to do with its connection to memory and how we attach emotions 
to images; this works for all ages. While this is the power of photography, it also holds some dangers 
in it. Of course, photography has quickly developed into a powerful voice in the media, with war and 
conflict photography – somewhat tentatively an suspiciously explored in the first world war, until 
warring parties soon discovered its mobilizing power – photography has sure helped to coin, to fix our 
interpretation of events, as it was later in the powerful images of e.g. Robert Capa [11].  

But this also means photography, as a selective medium that imposes a point of view – can distort the 
reality, it can “frame” the events, and can be used to play the emotions. It always should be looked at 
critically, to free ourselves from its compelling magic.  

That is why we find it so important that teachers would use his collection, to tell new stories and to 
break the harness of existing schoolbooks. An example is the histories of ordinary life in the Baltics. 
As any of these countries resided behind the iron curtain, many western history schoolbooks fail to 
offer much detail on the Baltic Sea states and how life and cultural interactions played out. The 
collections in Europeana photography however, containing both Nordic, Finnish as well as Baltic 
states images from Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, allows teachers to illustrate stories with hitherto 
unknown testimonies and captivating images. Furthermore, for the first season of the thematic 
channel, TopFoto [8] (London, UK), United Archives [12] (Cologne, Germany), Parisienne de 
Photographie [13] (Paris, France), Alinari [14] (Florence, Italy), Ajuntament de Girona [15] (Spain) and 
The Israel Museum [16] (Jerusalem, Israel) contributed with collections, but more is to come when 
new seasons are launched.  

And of course, you’ll find plenty of images from London, Paris, Florence, Rome, but also from regions 
across Europe; you could e.g. make a photographic journey along the Donau River. The collection 
also includes work by important names in the history of photography such as Julia Margaret Cameron, 
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Eadweard Muybridge and Louis Daguerre, and adds to this hitherto undiscovered top quality work like 
the one from Karl-Heinrich Lämmel [17]. 

4 EDUCATIONAL (RE)USE 

 
Figure 1. Klementina Tiškevičienė (1856–1921) | S. Rumbleris; 

 S. Rumbler, Kretingos Muziejus, public domain 

There is a plenitude of possibilities open for educational use and reuse, - in all safety as many of the 
collections are free of copyrights or shared for reuse. For example, users can try to explore how 
portrait photography evolved [18], being very static and staged at the beginning, often holding 
attributes that had a symbolic meaning. As the earliest photographic techniques were not very well 
able to show shadows, the portraits lack depth and character. The long exposure time also forces a 
somewhat unnatural pose, with children typically having a rather serious expression. In the Europeana 
Photography collection, one can easily follow the evolution over experiments with more detail in the 
facial expression, more dynamic postures, becoming at a certain point really art photography with the 
works of Julia Cameron, of which the collection holds a marvellous sample. But you could also easily 
investigate fashion at the beginning of the Great War, or decorative art in the belle époque. Europeana 
features powerful multilingual support – for the original EuropeanaPhotography collection a 16-
language multilingual thesaurus [19] on early photography was developed – and of course adds 
geotagging so that it is also possible to explore photography of specific locations. All this combined 
offers teachers and students alike an ideal playground to explore authentic, true-to-the source digital 
testimonies of the past. Since these images have been provided by the cultural heritage institutions 
who hold the objects themselves using state-of-the art digitisation tools and using rigorous scientific 
procedures, the Europeana collection holds true, untampered images in high quality, with a direct link 
to the source. This adds an important dimension of reliability and credibility to these objects which is 
quite essential for reuse in educational and research contexts.  

To facilitate the reuse of these collections in Europeana we developed a series of tools that can be 
employed to engage the contents with your students. These involve the European Space Portal [20] 
and the derivative application “Tell Your Photo Story” [21], where you can query images not only from 
Europeana but also from other public repositories and mix it with your own images. This can lead to 
innovative educational applications where students are asked to write mini-stories, or to go out and 
take new photographs of landmarks of which they find older images in Europeana. This way, they can 
interact with the past and link it to their current environment. It goes without saying that these tools are 
also very well positioned to serve applications in tourism and cultural heritage activities and events. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
The digitization of Europe’s cultural heritage is an ongoing process, and with more than 50 million 
objects in Europeana, only the tip of the iceberg has been digitized. An even larger amount of work is 
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required to select, curate and describe these objects to turn them into stories about life and culture in 
Europe throughout the ages. We are proud to have started this work for the theme of photography, 
which is a very powerful language to convey meaning and bring memories to life. But this effort would 
be void if these collections are not taken up by education to build comprehensible, contextualised 
narratives about our shared past, and write new histories for Europe. We hope our collections can 
contribute to this.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
This research output was made possible through funding by the European Commission, in the 
Europeana Digital Service Infrastructure.  

REFERENCES 
[1] Europeana Photography: http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en/collections/photography  

[2] Europeana Photography project: http://www.europeana-photography.eu  

[3] CIP-ICT-PSP.2011.2.2 - Digitizing content for Europeana 

[4] EuropeanaPhotography Final Report: http://www.photoconsortium.net/europeana-photography-
excellent-results-the-final-report/  

[5] Deutsche Fotothek: http://www.deutschefotothek.de/  

[6] PHOTOCONSORTIUM: http://www.photoconsortium.net  

[7] Centre de Recerca i Difusió de la Imatge (CRDI) : http://www2.girona.cat/ciutat_arxius_crdi  

[8] TopFoto: http://topfoto.co.uk/  

[9] The Pleasure of Plenty part 1: http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en/exhibitions/industrial-
photography-in-the-machine-age  

[10] Travelling exhibition “All our Yesterdays” -  http://www.earlyphotography.eu  

[11] See e.g. 
http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en/record/9200376/BibliographicResource_3000100302070.ht
ml?q=Robert+Capa  

[12] United Archives: http://www.united-archives.com/  

[13] Parisienne de Photographie: http://www.parisiennedephotographie.fr  

[14] Alinari : http://corporate.alinari.it/en/  

[15] Ajuntament de Girona : http://www2.girona.cat/ca  

[16] The Israel Museum: http://www.imj.org.il/en/  

[17] See more at 
http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en/collections/photography?q=Karl+Heinrich+L%C3%A4mmel&
view=grid  

[18] Portrait query in Europeana Photography collection: 
http://www.europeana.eu/portal/en/collections/photography?view=grid&q=portrait  

[19] http://bib.arts.kuleuven.be/photoVocabulary/en.html Read more at 
http://www.digitalmeetsculture.net/article/europeanaphotography-multilingual-vocabulary-
released-and-disseminated/  

[20] Europeana Space Portal: http://www.espaceportal.eu/  

[21] Tell Your Photo Story: http://www.tellyourphotostory.be/espace_test/  

5139




