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Abstract 
 
In the past decade, digital humanities scholarship has expanded steadily beyond its foundations in text 
analysis to find new meaning and knowledge through the creative reuse of digital images of historical 
photographs. Visual studies scholars in the humanities who wish to work primarily in the digital domain 
face a fundamental dilemma in the choice either to create a focused collection of images tailored to a 
specific study or to make use of digitized images created by an archives, a library, or other cultural 
heritage organization. The dilemma carries with it distinctive technical and economic tradeoffs that in part 
determine the feasibility and scope of a research undertaking and the shape the final intellectual 
products. General-purpose Image Digital Archives (IDA) are emerging as ubiquitous components of 
cultural heritage organizations. IDAs are simultaneously mechanisms for delivering digital surrogates of 
archival holdings and new archival collections in their own right that reflect the decisions that digital 
curators make throughout the digitization process. Ross (2007) notes that “if we think more carefully 
about digital libraries we easily observe that they may be libraries by name, but they are archives by 
nature.”  
 
Digital humanities scholarship derived from general purpose IDAs is absolutely dependent on the set of 
semi-codified procedures and processes that convert the rich intellectual and material content of a 
photograph into digital form and represent that content through computer interfaces. Virtually no research, 
however, has explored the relationship between building and using digital archives of images. Use 
studies conducted at Penn State (Pisciotta 2001) and Berkeley (Harley 2006) provide important 
demographic insights but reach no conclusions about the processes and procedures behind the digital 
image collections used. Saracevic (2004) reviewed a decade of digital library evaluation studies and 
found that “more often than not, digital library users and digital libraries are in an adversarial position.” A 
recent seminar on mass digitization and the humanities (CLIR 2007) called explicitly for research with an 
archival perspective. “How do traditional archival values migrate into the computationally intensive 
environment made possible by copious digital data and digital tools?”  
 
Scholars across a wide variety of disciplines are just beginning to explore how theories of visual 
representation bear upon the creation and use of digital collections. Schwartz (2000) makes the essential 
connection between the subjective processes of creating an original photograph and the nature of the 
communication between creator and viewer. Rothenberg (1993) demonstrates that the use of a 
technological tool alters its application iteratively over time. “A tool realizes a human inventor’s intention, 
and the realization of this technique suggests new intentions.” Cook (2001) lays out a post-modern 
approach to understanding the conscious and sub-conscious connections between creating 
documentation and interpreting it. “No text is an innocent by-product of administrative or personal action, 
but rather a constructed product – although that conscious construction may be so transformed … that 
links to its constructed nature have become quite hidden.” In suggesting that post-modern critique has 
outlived its usefulness in the arena of visual studies, Mitchell (2003) calls for moving beyond Walter 
Benjamin’s skepticism of the reproduction by embracing digital image surrogacy as superior. “In a world 
where the very idea of the unique original seems a merely nominal or legal fiction, the copy has every 
chance of being an improvement or enhancement of whatever counts as the original.”  
 
 



The paper directly addresses the overall theme of the 2008 Colloquium – particularly how visual meaning 
is created and apprehended through the transformation of photographic images from analog (prints or 
negatives) to digital bitmaps. The paper frames the issue of digitization of photographs and their use in 
digital humanities scholarship within varying theoretical perspectives on visual representation. The paper 
incorporates an original model that describes how digitization procedures (guidelines and best practices) 
express the intentions of the digitizer. It illustrates the mechanisms at play in digital collection building that 
are most likely to influence the way that visual studies scholars judge the values embedded in the digital 
representation, particularly image quality and integrity (reliability and authenticity). The paper focuses on 
the extent to which technical decisions regarding digitization, quality control, and rendering add or 
diminish the value of digital representations of original photographic resources in ways that may be 
detectable and important to digital humanities scholars. The heavily illustrated paper will describe the 
decision model derived from a textual analysis of digitization guidelines and illustrate how digitization 
decisions play out in two large-scale image digital collections. The paper concludes with implications for 
digital humanities scholarship of using general-purpose Image Digital Archives.  
 
The findings presented here derive from one-half of an exploratory study supported by the National 
Science Foundation (#IIS-0733279). The second half of the study (ongoing Fall 2008) investigates the 
extent to which digital humanities scholars and other visually intelligent users of digital images judge the 
quality, archival integrity, and relevance of digital image surrogates.  
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