
272

Trends in Image Use by Historians 
and the Implications for Librarians 
and Archivists

Valerie Harris and Peter Hepburn

Valerie Harris is Associate Special Collections Librarian and Assistant Professor at the Richard J. Daley 
Library at the University of Illinois at Chicago, e-mail: val66@uic.edu; Peter Hepburn is Head Librarian at 
the College of the Canyons, e-mail: peter.hepburn@canyons.edu. ©2013 Valerie Harris and Peter Hepburn, 
Attribution-NonCommercial (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/) CC BY-NC

For years, libraries have offered reproduction services to users, with 
historians being the core audience. More recently, archives and special 
collections have developed digitization programs to make primary sources 
widely available through the Internet. The authors tracked image use from 
2000 through 2009 in journals from the discipline of history to discover 
whether use of images has increased with the growing availability of digital 
images through libraries, or from social media sites such as Flickr. The 
study discusses the results, which show no increase in the inclusion of 
images in the literature, and the implications for librarians and archivists.

he number of searchable col-
lections of digital images has 
exploded in recent years, and 
library special collections 

have been the source of many of these 
images. Historians are an important user 
group of special collections; but, before 
the digital era, they made limited use of 
images in their work. Because images 
have become abundantly available on-
line and some historians have called for 
greater use of these largely unexplored 
primary sources in historical research, 
this study asks how such collections, 
particularly those of images digitized 
from libraries’ archival holdings, were 
used by historians in the decade from 
2000 through 2009. The study seeks to 
determine whether the increase in images 
available online through institutional 
sources, such as library-curated and col-
lected databases, as well as noninstitu-

tional World Wide Web resources, such 
as Flickr and Google Images, led to an 
increase in the inclusion of illustration in 
scholarly historical literature. The study 
charts over time the presence of images in 
articles appearing in selected high-impact 
and open access journals and the sources 
of the images reflected in the credit lines 
or citations. The study also presents issues 
related to the understanding of images 
as historical documents and makes some 
recommendations about how obstacles to 
access and use might be ameliorated with 
librarians’ and archivists’ help.

Growth in Availability of Digital 
Images
The presence and availability of im-
ages on the World Wide Web has greatly 
increased in the last two decades. The 
term digital library appeared, perhaps for 
the first time in print, in a 1988 report to 
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the Corporation for National Research 
Initiatives. In 1990, the Library of Con-
gress launched the pilot of the American 
Memory project, which debuted on the 
World Wide Web in 1994. The following 
year saw the launch of the Library of Con-
gress National Digital Library Program. 
In 1997, the Art Museum Image Consor-
tium (AMICO) was formed; and, in 1998, 
the Online Archive of California was 
formally integrated with the renowned 
California Digital Library project. Many 
states eventually followed California’s 
impressive lead and supported the con-
sortial digitization and display of primary 
sources, particularly photographs of local 
interest; for example, in 2006, Illinois 
established a repository for digital con-
tent created by member libraries of the 
Consortium of Academic and Research 
Libraries in Illinois (CARLI). By 2000, 
the American Memory project reached its 
goal of 5,000,000 items; and the National 
Digital Information Infrastructure and 
Preservation Program, led by the Library 
of Congress to preserve digital content, 
was mandated by Congress. Moreover, 
image collections are not only available 
from institutions. Online personal photo-
sharing sites Fotolog, ImageShack, Photo-
bucket, Flickr and Picasa, and DeviantArt 
(an online community of user-made 
artwork) all launched between 2000 and 
2004; and, by October 2009, Flickr alone 
had surpassed 4,000,000,000 uploads. In 
the past two decades, colleges and uni-
versities, federal and state governments, 
for-profit businesses, and individuals 
have put tremendous effort and resources 

into building online repositories of image 
collections.

The popularity of online photo sharing 
sites such as Flickr is undisputed. More-
over, page hits and image views statistics 
for online collections of historical photo-
graphs created by the authors’ library, the 
University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) Li-
brary (see table 1), has outstripped onsite 
requests for access of the source physical 
collections at UIC Library. It is, however, 
not known whether the increased accessi-
bility of visual resources is having an im-
pact on the scholarship of historians who 
comprise the primary users of historical 
and cultural heritage collections at most 
academic special collections and archives.

Review of the Literature
A search in Academic Search Premier, 
Google Scholar, and Library Literature 
and Information Science Full Text for 
the topic of image use in the scholarly 
literature of history recovered no studies 
about the extent of use of digital images 
over time. Instead, the searches retrieved 
studies of information-seeking behavior 
in the humanities, works by historians 
about accessing and using images in 
research, and contributions by librarians 
and archivists about the creation of image 
collections for their use in teaching.

Since the 1980s, there have been several 
noteworthy studies of how researchers in 
the humanities, including historians, find 
and use secondary and primary sources. 
Helen R. Tibbo’s “Primarily History in 
America: How U.S. Historians Search 
for Primary Materials at the Dawn of the 

TABLE 1
Page View Statistics from UIC Library Digital Collections Available  

through the CARLI Website
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Total 

2006 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 55 58

2007 5 0 5 0 2 0 0 1 0 14 207 76 310

2008 674 1,621 967 1,178 1,763 1,624 1,620 1,929 2,896 2,581 4,255 3,156 24,264

2009 4,147 3,089 5,229 4,584 4,300 4,923 5,115 6,494 6,735 10,192 11,141 10,760 76,709

2010 6,474 3,638 4,220 3,708 21,016 3,795 4,844 3,083 4,789 6,504 8,315 11,791 82,177
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Digital Age”1 discusses the results of a 
survey of historians teaching American 
history regarding how they find sources 
in the online environment. Despite access 
to many electronic research tools (bib-
liographic and article databases, digital 
collections of primary and secondary 
sources), Tibbo found that historians used 
mostly traditional methods for locating 
primary sources, such as following leads 
and citations in printed sources, using 
printed bibliographies—even the long 
out-of-print National Union Catalog of 
Manuscript Collections (NUCMC)—for 
gathering citations, and relying on 
printed documentary editions as sources.2

In a 2004 article, Margaret Stieg Dalton 
and Laurie Charnigo examined “which 
materials historians consider to be most 
important and how they discover them,”3 
with special attention given to the role of 
electronic resources. Using citation analy-
sis and survey methodology, the authors 
found results similar to Graham,4 Stone,5 
Blazek and Aversa,6 and Wiberley and 
Jones7 about the characteristics of human-
ists: humanists tend to work alone, they 
need to browse, they borrow research 
methods from other disciplines, and they 
use a range of primary sources but depend 
most on books and journals.8 The Dalton 
and Charnigo article ranks the most impor-
tant sources for primary information from 
a survey of historians: 1) archives, manu-
scripts, and special collections; 2) books; 3) 
newspapers; 4) government documents; 5) 
journal articles; 6) oral interviews; 7) pho-
tographs or images; 8) artifacts or museum 
pieces; 9) published primary documents; 
10) statistical sources; and 11) audiovisual 
materials.9 These findings vary slightly 
from Tibbo’s, which rank the most impor-
tant sources, in descending order, as 1) 
newspapers; 2) unpublished correspon-
dence; 3) unpublished diaries or journals; 
4) government papers and reports; 5) 
published pamphlets; 6) government 
correspondence; 7) handwritten manu-
scripts; 8) typed manuscripts; 9) scholarly 
periodicals; and 10) photographs.10 That 
the two sets of findings vary at all may 

be attributable to the way in which the 
survey questions were devised and how 
document types were labeled. After all, 
“archives, manuscripts and special collec-
tions” is a much more inclusive category 
than “unpublished correspondence” and 
“unpublished diaries or journals.” Glar-
ingly, books do not appear on Tibbo’s list 
of important documents at all.

Tibbo further asserts that historians 
apply “traditional methodologies”11 to 
locate primary materials, with “citation 
chasing” being the most common: unsur-
prising, given that 68 percent of historians 
consider citation to previous scholarship 
essential in establishing the research value 
of a source.12 Rounding out the most 
frequent ways of discovering primary 
information are printed bibliographies, 
finding aids, and library catalogs and 
archival repository guides.13

Following from Roberto Delgadillo 
and Beverly Lynch’s 1999 article in which 
the authors examined history graduate 
student information-seeking behavior 
and library use,14 Andy Barrett took a 
slightly different tack in his 2005 study 
examining the information-seeking be-
haviors of humanities graduate students 
and comparing them with those of hu-
manities faculty and undergraduates.15 
Though he affirmed findings by Case, 
Wiberley and Jones, Lehman and Renfro, 
and Dalton and Charnigo that profes-
sional historians and humanities faculty 
tend to be conservative in their use and 
trust of digital resources,16 Barrett found a 
greater trust in and comfort with the use 
of digital resources among undergraduate 
and graduate students. However, Barrett’s 
interviews with humanities graduate 
students revealed that their information-
seeking behaviors differed from both 
faculty and undergraduates, with partici-
pants citing a “generation gap” between 
faculty and graduate students when it 
comes to using information technology 
as a research tool. But unlike undergradu-
ates, who are perceived by graduate 
students to rely too heavily and invest too 
much trust in Internet resources, graduate 
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students are confident in their abilities to 
access and interpret a wider variety of 
resources.17 Like faculty and undergradu-
ates, they “do not rely heavily on librar-
ians, although many pointed out the value 
of librarians and archivists in helping to 
locate hard-to-find materials.”18

Tibbo, Dalton and Charnigo, and Bar-
rett tell us that, while historians report 
that they use images in their research and 
graduate students use Internet sources 
critically, digital image sources are seem-
ingly not widely used. Joshua Brown 
and Peter Burke, in their writing, have 
concluded that images deserve greater 
attention from historians. In a 2004 article 
that Brown describes as “a self-critical, 
historically informed progress report to 
assess ways that different forms of visual 
media admit and frustrate public expres-
sion and education,” he focuses on the 
successes and weaknesses of past digital 
projects such as “Who Built America” 
and “The Lost Museum,” and how fu-
ture digital projects might work better 
with pedagogical theories applied. He 
writes, “our consciousness of the past is 
inextricably bound by pictures.”19 Brown 
was confounded that, in spite of the “ex-
ponential increase in pictorial archival 
resources” available on the World Wide 
Web, U.S. historical scholarship remained 
so resolutely textual, pointing out the 
remaining “gulf between producers and 
users.”20 He challenged historians to take 
advantage of this wealth of new source 
material in their scholarship and teaching. 
Peter Burke, in his book Eyewitnessing: 
The Uses Of Images As Historical Evidence,21 
shares Brown’s frustration at the lack of 
creativity on the part of historians for 
not harnessing the full potential of visual 
resources as vibrant sources to be studied, 
analyzed, and written about, again noting 
that most historical analysis uses texts as 
the primary source of study. Images are 
used as illustrations, as a way, perhaps, 
to capture the interest of the reader, but 
they are most often presented without 
commentary or as a means to “give new 
answers or to ask new questions.”22

One can note that historians have near 
at hand in art history a wealth of scholar-
ship where images are the most important 
evidence, and historians can learn from 
that scholarship. After all, students of art 
history learn to “read” pictures from their 
first survey course. Likewise, historians 
may begin to view images as more than 
mere illustration and instead look to im-
ages with the same critical eye as they do 
textual sources.

Methodology
The authors hypothesized that the pro-
liferation of online images in the time 
since Burke and Brown urged historians 
to make better use of them as a resource 
has resulted in increased use of images 
during the past ten years in the scholarly 
literature of history and increased reli-
ance on social-networked, nontraditional 
sources of illustrations. Counts of the 
number of images published in articles 
and analysis of their source citations 
was used to determine the validity of the 
hypothesis.

For this study, only journals were 
used for the source data. The 1,366 ar-
ticles ultimately examined provided a 
large set of data that could be analyzed 
through a consistent approach. The au-
thors gathered two sets: 1) core history 
journals (those that were rated as having 
the highest impact on the field); and 2) 
peer-reviewed born-digital, open access 
journals. The open access journals were 
used as a comparison set against the tradi-
tionally print journals because the authors 
hypothesized that historians publishing 
in online journals would be more likely 
to take advantage of the online environ-
ment to include not only images, but other 
kinds of multimedia sources as well.

The core journals set consisted of 
five titles—American Historical Review, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History, 
Ethnohistory, European History Quarterly, 
History Workshop Journal—that met the 
following criteria:

•	 identified in Ulrich’s as peer re-
viewed;
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•	 had electronic holdings for 10+ 
years accessible to the researchers;

•	 ranked in the top 20 in the Journal 
Citation Reports, Social Sciences 
edition, History subject category; 
and

•	 had no editorial policy limiting the 
inclusion of illustrations.

The second set consisted of seven 
titles—49th Parallel, Electronic Journal of 
Vedic Studies, Heroic Age, ERAS, E-Journal 
of Portuguese History, Digital Medievalist, 
Journal of Historical Biography—that met 
this criteria:

•	 were identified in Ulrich’s as both 
peer reviewed and open access;

•	 had electronic holdings for 10+ 
years accessible to the research-
ers; and

•	 had no editorial policy limiting the 
inclusion of illustrations.

Once the journals had been selected, 
the researchers downloaded copies of 
each research article (excluding editorial 
notes, personal essays, book reviews, and 
forums) from issues dated 2000–2009. In-
formation from each article was recorded 
in a spreadsheet according to the follow-
ing procedures:

•	 Open the electronic file for each 
article and scan carefully for im-
ages, enumerating all in a spread-
sheet and documenting where 
articles included no images (see 
appendix 1).

•	 Locate the citation for each image 
in an article. Copy the citation 
into the spreadsheet (or note the 
absence of a citation) and record 
the citation as one of the follow-
ing types:

−− Institutional Print (printed 
material associated with an 
institution such as a library, 
a museum, an organization, 
association, or school);

−− Noninstitutional Print (print-
ed material from personal 
collections, for example);

−− Institutional Electronic (digi-
tal material from an online 

collection of a library, mu-
seum, organization, associa-
tion, or school, for example);

−− Noninstitutional Electronic 
(personal Flickr accounts, 
blogs, other personal web-
sites);

−− Photographer credit only; or
−− No source (that is, no cita-

tion).
•	 Count the number of images/

citations in each category for each 
article, then aggregate these num-
bers for each volume and then for 
each year (if not the same) of the 
journal.

•	 Note the total numbers within 
each category for the entire journal 
for the period under examination.

The authors discussed exceptional 
cases before accepting or revising tenta-
tive categorizations. For instance, it was 
difficult to be fully confident in the data 
recorded because of the inconsistencies 
in the citations and credit lines to images. 
It may well be that any given historian 
initially discovered it online but chose 
to cite the location of the original instead 
of referencing the digital surrogate. 
Citation styles can vary by journal as 
well. The authors took these possibilities 
into consideration throughout the study 
but were unable to correct for it in their 
methodology.

Results
Results do not support the authors’ hy-
pothesis that born-digital, open access 
journals would be more likely to include 
more images than core journals. In fact, 
as table 2 illustrates, over the ten-year 
period, articles from the core journals 
were substantially more likely than open 
access journals to include images: 42.77 
percent of the time versus 15.75 percent. 
The data also show that use of images has 
remained at a relatively consistent level 
year to year among the core journals, 
ranging from a low of 36.19 percent of 
articles (2008) up to a high of 48.48 per-
cent (2000). By comparison, articles in the 
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open access journals have ranged more 
widely, between 4.17 percent (2009) and 
26.32 percent (2002) in their use of images.

In the set neither of core journals nor 
of open access journals is there a discern-
ible trend of growth—or decrease—in 
the inclusion of images in publication. 
Figure 1 depicts the combined data from 
both sets, showing that the year-to-year 
tracking neither rises nor falls, nor is 
there a trend toward greater inclusion 
of images overall. This was surprising 
given the previously identified explo-
sion of institutional and personal image 
collections online. Inclusion of images in 
publications appears not to correlate with 
growth in the number and availability of 
online image collections after all, thereby 
disproving the authors’ hypothesis.

More granular analysis (see table 
3) shows that the two sets of journals 
share two characteristics. In both sets 
of journals, there are relatively few 
citations to noninstitutional sources, 
especially electronic ones.23 This scarcity 
works against the supposition that the 

increased abundance of noninstitutional 
image collections online would be used 
by researchers as a source. It may be that 
the images represented in those online 
collections are too new, or not of sufficient 
historical value, but that is speculation. 
Interestingly, the data from articles in the 
set of core journals suggest that historians 
continue to rely on primary source image 
collections at institutions. These insti-
tutional citations to print sources occur 
twice as often (65.67% versus 29.99%) as 
the next most important, images without 
a credit or that credit the photographer 
only. Citations often indicated that these 
were photographs taken by the article’s 
author. The reverse is true for open access 
journals, however; images derived from 
institutional sources are a useful source 
for historians (29.25%), but the category 
of “no source” was doubly so (65.07%). 
In this case, perhaps, the medium of de-
livery (that is, the Internet and computer 
applications) did positively impact the 
use of images from the authors’ own 
collections at least, with the easy access 

TABLE 2
Comparison of Articles across the Journal Sets

Articles Articles with Images % Articles with Images
Top-ranked 

peer-reviewed 
journals,  

online version

Online 
open 

access 
journals

Top-ranked 
peer-reviewed 

journals, online 
version

Online 
open 

access 
journals

Top-ranked 
peer-reviewed 

journals,  
online version

Online 
open 

access 
journals

2000 99 19 48 1 48.48 5.26
2001 97 35 41 3 42.27 8.57
2002 100 19 46 5 46.00 26.32
2003 99 45 39 7 39.39 15.56
2004 105 38 50 3 47.62 7.89
2005 103 41 41 10 39.81 24.39
2006 107 51 42 7 39.25 13.73
2007 120 31 53 8 44.17 25.81
2008 105 31 38 8 36.19 25.81
2009 92 24 41 1 44.57 4.17
Total 1,027 334 439 53 42.75 15.87
Mean 102.7 33.4 43.9 5.3 42.77 15.75
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and upload abilities of the online envi-
ronment.

Implications for Libraries and 
Archives
The study found that there is no increase 
in the use of images in articles in journals 
in the discipline of history over the past 
decade. While the availability of images 
online has grown steeply, the number of 
images in history journals has remained 
more or less level during the decade 
between 2000 and 2009. In discussing im-
plications for libraries and archives, then, 
it is worthwhile to consider some of the 
possible reasons for historians’ apparent 
reticence to use digital images, introduce 
strategies that librarians and archivists 
can employ to improve access to images, 
and acknowledge that the librarians’ and 
archivists’ influence is ultimately quite 
limited. In the end, historians either will 
or will not raise the status of images in 
their writing and research.

To start with, there is the matter of 
relative importance of documents to his-
torians’ research. As the Tibbo and Dalton 

and Charnigo articles suggest, librarians 
need to more fully understand the ways 
in which users value different formats 
of documents. If photographs and other 
visual resources hold little interest to 
historians, and historians are a primary 
audience for collections of digitized pri-
mary sources, it is perhaps unwise to 
devote resources to a digitization project 
that will not gain widespread use by 
this primary audience. Given these data, 
librarians and archivists might reassess 
digitization priorities and consider shift-
ing priorities to creating digital surrogates 
of textual documents. On the other hand, 
libraries might first promote image use 
by historians before abandoning efforts 
to digitize visual resources.

Based on the findings, the authors 
speculate that historians are not find-
ing images suitable to their research. 
This then suggests that, if libraries and 
archives can better promote available 
resources, obstacles to access may be miti-
gated. Certainly there is a long-standing 
tradition of the use of such images from 
archives, libraries, and other cultural 

Figure 1
Ten-year Trend in Use of Images in Articles
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institutions by historians, but whether 
scholars are turning to the abundance of 
images now available online and using 
them as a starting point or even as an 
end point for research is still in question. 
For institutions, however, understanding 
where scholars search for images and 
what images they seek matters because 
it will inform whether they put online 
images (on institutional servers, Web sites 
like Flickr, or both), how they market/
promote the use of the online images, 
and what steps might need to be taken to 
make images searchable/findable.

One outcome to consider, then, is col-
laboration between librarians and archi-
vists on the one hand and users such as 
historians on the other. The gulf between 
producers of digital content and users 
referred to by Brown becomes clear when 
evaluating the literature of primary source 
digital collection development and digital 
image use and reference service. Shan Sut-
ton argues for a documented digitization 
strategy that would include a plan for re-
vamped organizational structure to make 
digitizing special collections routine and 
a guiding example for all library digitiza-
tion. He states that no longer should digi-
tization be grant-driven, but simply part 
of the workflow, and that “collaboration 
between special collections and digital 
library units” is necessary for success.24 
Sutton does not, however, discuss the pos-
sibility of special collections librarians and 
archivists collaborating with their users, 
or even the necessity of understanding 
user needs as a step in the organizational 
strategy. The authors suggest that, based 
on the literature that shows that histori-
ans value texts over visual resources, it 
would enhance the value and relevance 
of digitization efforts to include users, in 
this case historians, in decision making 
and perhaps even workflows such as 
metadata creation or descriptive tagging.

Discussion of digital collections in 
libraries cannot omit mention of author-
ity and standards. Libraries and archives, 
in their stewardship of images and other 
materials, have engendered credibility 
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and trust over the years, and that trust-
worthiness is reflected in the data show-
ing that historians rely heavily on institu-
tional or published sources for images. As 
an example, metadata attached to images 
is expected to adhere to standards with re-
quired fields and controlled vocabularies. 
This leads to improved reliability of the 
collections. Metadata occasionally exists 
for images found online through social 
networked image collections (Flickr, for 
example), but it is often in the form of 
natural language tagging, not terms from 
thesauri such as the Library of Congress 
Subject Headings or in schema such 
as Dublin Core. Nonetheless, users are 
accessing social networking sites (like 
Flickr, to name one) more frequently than 
institutional sites, and social network-
ing sites can provide broader exposure 
to even institutional collections. As an 
example, UIC Library has posted images 
both to Flickr and on the CARLI Digital 
Collections website. Usage data from 
each shows that the Flickr images each 
averaged 5.29 views per month between 
June 2010 and June 2011, while the CARLI 

Digital Collections site averaged only 
0.74 views per month over the same pe-
riod (see table 4). These findings suggest 
that the public is not necessarily seeking 
historical, authenticated images by going 
directly to library websites and accessing 
digital collections, although the public 
may value the authenticity and authority 
that historical images associated with and 
described by libraries help ensure.

Authenticity and authority of the im-
ages aside, there is, as Martha Sandweiss 
notes, the question of the stability of im-
ages as historical records, particularly in 
the case of online databases where the 
archival collection context is easily lost.25 
This is an important consideration for 
librarians and archivists, who need to 
devise ways to link digital surrogates to 
their original sources. Mass digitization of 
entire archival collections might be a way 
to do this, instead of selective digitization, 
which asserts subjective superiority of 
some documents over others.

Teaching users to understand and use 
new technologies should be part of the 
library’s instructional goals. Technology 

TABLE 4
Comparison of Page View Statistics of UIC Library CONTENTdm and 

Flickr images, 2010–2011
Images Views Views /Image

CONTENTdm Flickr CONTENTdm Flickr CONTENTdm Flickr
July 9,078 785 3,854 3,770 0.42 4.8
August 9,080 785 1,966 2,264 0.22 2.88
September 9,185 885 3,015 2,145 0.33 2.42
October 9,257 1,024 3,528 4,871 0.38 4.76
November 9,468 1,024 6,020 3,279 0.64 3.20
December 9,467 1,024 9,242 3,990 0.98 3.90
January 10,247 1,024 5,883 5,045 0.57 4.93
February 10,716 1,476 13,534 10,061 1.26 6.82
March 12,453 1,476 27,556 12,818 2.21 8.68
April 12,550 1,500 12,668 13,537 1.01 9.02
May 16,337 1,600 8,566 9,826 0.52 6.14
June 16,392 1,603 5,793 9,587 0.35 5.98
Mean n/a n/a 8,468.75 6,766.08 0.74 5.29
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eracy is akin to learning how to speak and 
read any other language. Photography 
must be learned and practiced with the 
guidance of an expert teacher, and the 
photography student should undergo 
peer critiques to fully comprehend not 
only how images are composed and the 
mechanics and processes of light and 
shadow on film (or the digital version of 
that), but also to begin to see the impor-
tance of how others perceive a work. Lesy 
says that to “understand a photograph 
fully is to see it whole, to respond to it em-
pathically and analytically, to experience it 
in order to decipher it.”28 Librarians and 
archivists might help historians achieve a 
higher degree of what Thomas P. Mackey 
and Trudi E. Jacobson have termed met-
aliteracy.29 The traditional framework of 
information literacy is by now familiar 
to most reference librarians and teaching 
faculty, but this framework makes up 
just one component of the metaliteracy 
framework, which includes visual lit-
eracy, media literacy, digital literacy, and 
cyberliteracy. While information literacy 
competency standards now recognize me-
dia beyond print,30 it is unclear what in-
formation literacy competencies students 
of history are being held to, particularly 
at the college level.31

In terms of visual literacy, there is 
Lesy’s assertion that, for logocentric histo-
rians, becoming visually fluent is essential 
to “enable historians to explore archival 
photo collections located in libraries, 
museums, and state historical societies,” 
because “[those] archives, hidden in 
plain sight, are treasure troves of expe-
riential information—dense, sensuous, 
variegated, almost endless in their depth, 
breadth, and extent … Can any sentence, 
no matter how lucid, no matter how elo-
quent, enable a historian to look into the 
eyes of our common dead?”32 Today, with 
literally instant access to so many of these 
photographic archives placed in digital 
collections on the web, a historian’s op-
portunities for incorporating these dense 
visual texts into their work are greater 
than ever before.

anxiety and limited competency might 
also contribute to the slow growth in the 
use of digital collections in research and 
publication. Maureen Burns and Rina Ve-
chiola found that teaching faculty at the 
University of California were reluctant 
to adopt new technologies to deliver the 
same information that they were other-
wise comfortable delivering in traditional 
ways and, in general, preferred creating 
their own personal collections rather 
than navigating big, complex databases 
of images.26 Faculty also had general ac-
cess and copyright concerns. Burns and 
Vechiola identified the need for many 
partners in outreach to educate instruc-
tors on what resources are available and 
how to use the technology to access, 
download, and manipulate collections of 
digital images (including how to manage 
rights). They urged librarians to take a 
more active role in assessing faculty use 
of images in their research and enlist fac-
ulty in identification of areas for content 
growth, working with instructional tech-
nology staff to ensure classroom access 
and usability of digital collections and 
with programmers and vendors to create 
usable, easily understood presentation 
products. The authors also thought that 
tools should be developed to integrate 
library resources with faculty personal 
collections. While librarians and archi-
vists cannot control the rapid changes 
in the technology landscape, they can 
conduct user studies to aid in the design 
of more effective user interfaces and 
discovery tools in the library. They can 
also test tools, products, and databases 
with an eye to accessibility and usability, 
offering feedback for improvements to 
vendors and developers.

For most of the considerations dis-
cussed above, librarians and archivists 
can contribute decisively to change. How-
ever, they cannot necessarily influence 
the pedagogy or research methods used 
by historians. Michael Lesy, for example, 
suggests that historians wishing to attain 
visual fluency become photographers 
themselves.27 He claims that visual lit-
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Conclusion
The American Historical Review, the pre-
eminent journal in the field, first accepted 
illustrations for submitted articles in vol. 
76, no. 1 (February 1971). The editorial 
that introduced this acceptance stated that 
they did so because new printing technol-
ogy enabled the inclusion of illustrations 
and that the hope was to “offer both wider 
interest and greater possibilities to its 
authors, its readers, and the profession at 
large.”33 Decades later, online-only open 
access journals encourage the use of im-
ages and multimedia in articles, but few 
authors have taken immediate advantage 
of the opportunity. Given that the technol-
ogy to include images in journals has been 
in place for many years, that current tools 
enable faster and easier research in image 
archives, and that historians themselves 
urge expanding “the text” to include 
visual resources, one might expect that 
the presence of images in the literature 
of history would have increased. Instead, 
as the results of the present study show, 
there is still relatively minimal inclusion 
of images in scholarly publications in 
history. As a result, the potential gains 
from the use of images have not been 
realized. Visual analysis in the historical 
literature remains stunted, as long as most 
images are used merely as illustration. 
The authors take this as an implicit sign 
that the use of online digital collections, 
whether originating with libraries and 
archives or not, is lower than might be 
hoped or expected.

Archivists and librarians can draw a 
few lessons from the study:

•	 Marketing and promotion may 
matter. The data show that tradi-
tional, hard-copy versions of visu-
al materials are most heavily used, 
at least in the core journals, de-
spite efforts by archives and other 
cultural institutions to digitize 
these materials. Historians should 
be made aware that these materi-
als are available online, accessible 
from any place that has an Internet 
connection. Libraries and archives 

should market and promote these 
collections not just to their most 
regular users, but broadly, to new 
audiences of scholars. These goals 
may be accomplished by wide dis-
semination of digital collections 
of library-, archive-, or museum-
created projects through social 
networking sites, profiling digital 
collections on institutional web-
sites, and using other means of 
promotion such as exhibits, e-mail 
blasts and blog posts, postcards, 
and posters.

•	 Collaboration among librarians, 
archivists, and historians should 
shape digitization efforts. This 
goes beyond promotion of the ma-
terials. It means engaging scholars 
in developing online collections. 
Collections enhanced by scholarly 
input should find greater use by 
the scholarly community since 
digital collections would reflect the 
needs and expertise of the users. 
Librarians and archivists should 
educate themselves and further 
investigate how historians conduct 
research and develop tools to aid 
them. This will lead to more suc-
cessful attempts at connecting 
scholars with library resources, 
including image collections.

•	 Cost of image reproductions 
and rights fees might negatively 
impact the use of images in pub-
lication. For example, an image 
of the Tiananmen Square protests 
in 1989 ordered from Corbis34 for 
use in a small print run (<2,500) 
textbook costs a minimum of 
$290 for a quarter-page spread. 
Of course, most academic institu-
tions also charge for photographic 
reproductions, but more often on 
a cost-recovery basis. Even at $20 
per image, the cost may quickly 
become prohibitive for a historian 
publishing in a scholarly journal. 
Libraries should reduce costs to 
remove economic barriers to the 
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use of collections material.
•	 Other practical obstacles to us-

ing images in publications exist, 
such as journals requiring clear 
evidence of copyright permission. 
Copyright law may be beyond 
control of libraries, but libraries 
may themselves seek creative 
commons licenses that are stan-
dardized and widely accepted and 
understood.

•	 Librarians and archivists should 
incorporate visual literacy train-
ing in instruction to help create 
well-rounded students and future 
scholars.

The authors further recommend that 
librarians, archivists, and historians exam-
ine other fields of scholarship—art history 
and media studies, for example—wherein 
visual materials have been of special use 
as primary source information to develop 
strategies for effectively incorporating 

the use of visual resources in instruction, 
research, and publication. A comparison 
of various disciplines in the humanities 
and the social sciences may yield data on 
image usage elsewhere. For libraries to 
be truly responsive to users, for libraries 
to demonstrate the wealth and worth of 
their archival collections, prioritization 
for making collections accessible online 
will be necessary. Finally, libraries and 
archives should not look at noninstitu-
tional collections online as competitors. 
Insofar as images are used for research 
in history, at least, the authoritativeness 
and the breadth and depth of collections 
originating in libraries far outweigh the 
usefulness of personal and other collec-
tions, but access is more limited when 
those images are not made available 
through multiple avenues. Libraries and 
archives should exploit the ubiquity and 
ease-of-use of social networking sites to 
broadcast their holdings.
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