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Context: heritage collections at the 
University of Strasbourg

� Ancient books (oldest ones dating back from the beginning of the 16th 
century)

� Ancient maps

� Photographs

� Projection plates

� Herbaria

� Various objects used by teachers and researchers : moulds, minerals, 
scientific devices…

These documents are kept in the university libraries, but also in the faculties



The Imperial University: a Golden Age for 
pedagogical and scientific heritage 
collections

� 1871-1918: Strasbourg part of the German Empire

� Foundation of a new university: die Kaiser-Wilhelms-Universität

� Massive investments in order to promote German science and 
knowledge: the university became a leading institution as well as a 
propaganda tool

� Purchase of scientific and pedagogical documents/objects 
(« Lehrapparat » = « teaching apparatus »)

� Core of our heritage collections today

� Insight on how people taught and did their research at the turn of the 
20th century



A new historiographical interest

� Until the beginning of the 21st century, in France, historical works on 
education/teaching/research mostly focused on the political dimension of the 
subject

� Recently (in the last 15-20 years), development of a new interest in the 
practices themselves

� Heritage documents and objects rediscovered by both librarians and 
researchers

� Interest fostered by the development of digital humanities

� In Strasbourg, attempts to compare German and French practices, in order to 
underline both their differences and similarities/continuities

� Several digitization projects carried on in that context by the Strasbourg 
University Libraries, some of them in close connection with researchers



Our digital heritage library: Numistral

� First digital heritage library at the University of Strasboug: 2006

� 2019: a digital library common to all higher education and research 
institutions in the Alsace region : https://www.numistral.fr/fr

� Digitizing policy:

� In the beginning, mostly ancient books selected by librarians or asked for by 
readers/researchers

� Gradually, a new approach: corpuses selected by researchers and librarians 
working together

� Corpuses of books but also other documents: photographs, coins, projection 
plates...

� Focus on 2 specific projects: Classical Archeology photographs (2015-2016) 
and Art History projection plates (2018-2021)



Project 1: Classical Archeology 
photographs

� Adolf Michaelis (1835-1910): first Classical Archeology professor at the Imperial University

� Very rich Lehrapparat: photographs, projections plates, moulds…

� Photographs: almost 1 000 documents dating back from the end of the 19th century (mostly 
Greece and Italy, but also Turkey, France…)

� Most pictures bought from professional firms/photographers

� Goals of the project : bringing little-known documents to the attention of the public ; 
making them accessible to non-specialists

� Project:

� Digitization (librarians)

� Creation of metadata (librarians; most documents easy to identify, thanks to the presence of legends)

� Scientific enrichment (researchers)



Classical Archeology photographs: 
scientific enrichment

� Some photographs are only described by metadata produced by librarians : 
https://docnum.unistra.fr/digital/collection/coll4/id/475/rec/3

� Others benefit from scientific enrichments produced by researchers (mostly 
master and PhD students): 

 Short presentation paragraphs called « Description » (Dublincore 
format : free commentaries)

 Biographical notices about photographers

� Examples of scientific enrichments:

� Acropolis: https://docnum.unistra.fr/digital/collection/coll4/id/222/rec/6

� Pompéi: https://docnum.unistra.fr/digital/collection/coll4/id/1260/rec/1

� Delphes: https://docnum.unistra.fr/digital/collection/coll4/id/393/rec/1



















Classical Archeology Photographs: 
working with researchers

� What worked:

� Disponibility during the duration of the project (2015-2016)

� Choice of metadata + bibliographical advices

� Recruitment of master or PhD students (thanks to special fundings)

� Research material offered to the scientific community (same conception of open access)

� Scientific enrichment + writing of short articles in order to promote the collection 
(published on the heritage digital library website)

� What didn’t work (or didn’t work as expected):

� Disponibility after the project phase: half of the photographs have not yet been 
scientifically enriched

� Extension of the corpus: Classical Archeology projection plates not digitized yet

� People changed. Importance of individual relationships. No political priority from the 
Faculty of History.



Project 2: Art History projection plates

Corpus:

� 20 000 projection plates (photographs printed on glass; used for teaching purposes 
before the invention of slides)

� Documents bought from specialised firms from the end of the 19th century to the 
middle of the 20th century

� Documents originally bought by both German and French professors

� Some pictures are quite rare (architectural details, especially from the Alsace 
region)

� Others are quite common (well-known paintings)

� Poor storage conditions at the beginning of the project



Art History projection plates: aims of 
the project

� Researchers: studying how Art History was taught at the turn of the century 
(Which techniques? Which contents?)

� Researchers/librarians: Digitizing the whole collection. No selection. Researchers 
wanted to be able to visualize the entire corpus

� Researchers/teachers: pedagogical purpose = training students in Art History to 
the identification and description of iconographic documents (mostly master 
students)

� Researchers/librarians: preserving the documents

� The project was made possible thanks to special fundings from the Idex system



Art History projection plates: what has 
been achieved

� Digitization of 20 000 projection plates between 2018 and 2020: 
https://www.numistral.fr/fr/plaques-de-projection-de-linstitut-dhistoire-de-lart

� Original documents: cleaned and stored in good conditions (neutral paper 
envelopes and boxes)

� Basic metadata created by librarians (title, inventory number…)

� More complete description by researchers and master students (as part of their 
training) 

� A conference was organized on the topic of projection plates 

� The proceedings of this conference were published: Denise Borlée, Hervé Doucet 
(dir.), La Plaque photographique: un outil pour la fabrication et la diffusion des 
savoirs (XIXe-XXe siècle), Strasbourg, Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg, 2019



Art History projection plates: working 
with researchers

� What worked:

� Disponibility during the duration of the project (2018-2021)

� Research material offered to the scientific community

� Student training + progress in the description of the collection

� Internship opportunies offered to students on a regular basis (last one between 
September and December 2023; next one in July 2024)

� Preservation of the collection

� What didn’t work (or didn’t work as expected):

� Disponibility after the project phase: only 3 000 projection plates have been 
completely described as of today. Researchers interested in new topics now. 

� Lack of funding after the project phase







Conclusion: ingredients for successful 
digitization projects in collaboration 
with researchers

� Complementary objectives/expectations: digitization directly useful to research 
and teaching activities

� Same vision of open access (other digitization projects in Strasbourg have failed 
because of researchers refusing to disseminate primary sources they were working 
on)

� Libraries and faculties: same political priorities

� Same schedules also, since researchers’ and librarians’ temporalities may easily 
differ

� Definition of reasonable and « realistic » corpuses: our projection plates project 
was probably too ambitious; researchers’ interests evolved before it was finished



Thank you very much for your attention!


