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Among Harvard’s Libraries

DiciTal IMAGING AT THE HARVARD
LiBrARY: THE Jupaica D1viSION’s
ISRAELI POSTER IMAGE DATABASE

Chatles Berlin

n an Israeli city posters seem to be on every

kiosk, billboard, and wall. Theatrical per-
formances, films, concerts, lectures, gallery
exhibitions, sports events, new recordings,
postage stamps, and other products are all fea-
tured on a multicolored mosaic of posters of
various sizes and shapes. Posters for special
occasions include lists of products approved
for Passover use, events commemorating the
annual days of Remembrance and Indepen-
dence, and weekly Sabbath announcements.
At election time there is superimposed over
this vast array yet another layer of posters pro-
moting the messages of the many parties and
groups competing for votes.

In ultra-orthodox religious neighborhoods,
the poster mosaic is chiefly in black and white
and usually without images. Here posters re-
flect issues of public morality such as the
proper attire for women; announce approved
entertainments, for example, organized tours
to tombs of rabbis; or contribute to political
controversies. Some are obituaries.

Even to the casual visitor, it is clear that
posters are a primary means of communica-
tion in Israel. For this numerous reasons exist.
Not only was television introduced in Israel
as recently as 1969, but TV commercials have
been permitted only since 1993. Aside, then,
from newspaper advertising and commercials
in movie theaters, posters are the only way to
publicize events and products. Israel’s small
geographic area and the concentration of its
Hebrew-speaking population in a relatively
few urban areas make it easy to blanket the
country. Moreover, the people can read post-
ers, because Israel’s literacy rate is high.

It should be evident that posters are sig-
nificant primary sources for the study of Is-
raeli society. To support such study, Israeli
posters have long been sought by the Judaica

Division of the Harvard College Library in
its efforts to collect Israeli publications com-
prehensively. We have done so for a quarter
of a century.

Collecting posters is not without precedent
in the Harvard Library. The Theatre Collec-
tion has long collected theater posters, and
posters can be found in various other special
collections such as the University Archives. In
the area of Judaica, the Dreyfus Collection
contains extraordinary posters. No unit of the
Harvard Library had, however, undertaken to
form for a specific geographic area a compre-
hensive collection of currently published
posters. This is also true of Judaica research
libraries elsewhere, the few significant collec-
tions of Judaica posters being chiefly of retro-
spective materials, primarily European and
American, assembled by collectors and
acquired en bloc.

To collect Israeli posters on a large scale is a
daunting task. Unlike traditional materials—
books and periodicals—posters cannot be ac-
quired through book trade channels. Indeed,
for most posters, such mainstays of library ac-
quisitions work as publisher’s name and ad-
dress are absent. Posters are, of course,
ephemeral: produced to deliver an immediate
message, they are not intended to outlive their
purpose. Without current commercial value
and without a market, no incentive exists for
anyone in the book trade to maintain an in-
ventory, particularly because their size pre-
sents a storage problem. The posters that are
saved and eventually turn up in the hands of
collectors or antiquarian dealers tend to be
very expensive, often beyond the means of
libraries. Moreover, examples are so rarely
available that even acquiring all of them
would not result in the comprehensiveness
and quantity required for research.

In its efforts to collect Israeli posters on a
current basis, the Judaica Division has bene-
fited from the assistance of numerous Israeli
institutions, archives, collectors, and scholars.
Thanks to their cooperation, over the past
quarter century it has been possible for us to
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Left: Poster advertising singer Shelomit
Aharon’s CD Ishi va-ahuvi, (My
husband and lover) (1989).

Right: Bezalel Academy of Art Jerusa-
lem poster by graphic designer David
Tartakover (1982).
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amass some 70,000 Israeli posters, the largest
collection of its kind in the world.

Equally challenging as forming an Israeli
poster collection was dealing with the posters
after their arrival at Harvard. For the thou-
sands of Isracli posters added each year, the
two key issues were access, both physical and
intellectual, and preservation. Until recently
no library storage facility could house posters,
at least not in the quantity that was being ac-
quired. A temporary solution was to cage off
a small area of the Hebraica stacks and store
the posters on back-to-back stack shelving.
Periodic attempts were made to sort the post-
ers by broad category, but their sheer bulk
showed that was impossible. There simply
was not enough space to do the sorting.
Instead we focused on two categories: politi~
cal and theatrical. The political could be
sorted by campaign and party, the theatrical
by individual theater. These particular catego-
ries were thus available to researchers, but the
rest remained unsorted and uncataloged.

Many of the posters were printed on acidic
paper, but even those on good paper were
susceptible to damage due to their size. As a
stop-gap measure, the election posters were
microfilmed to facilitate access for scholars
and to minimize handling of the originals.
This was far from an ideal solution, however.
Most of the posters are in color, but color
microfilm is not stable enough to be used.
Also, rummaging through lengthy reels of mi-
crofilm is not an easy way to find items.

Finally, filming does not solve the problem of
how to store the originals. The situation was
becoming intolerable.

The first step towards resolving the storage
problem was the Library’s establishment of
the Harvard Depository (HD) in South-
borough, Massachusetts. A remote-storage
facility with state-of-the-art preservation en-
vironment and security, HD for the first time
provided facilities that outside of special col-
lections could accommodate large quantities
of such oversized items as maps, architectural
plans—and posters! The Israeli poster collec-
tion could thus be housed in an appropriate
facility, but to transfer the posters to HD, it
was first necessary to organize them into co-
herent intellectual units that would enable
scholars to retrieve categories of items from
this massive body. Even retrieving categories
is not, however, desirable, given the cost.
This meant that the Judaica Division needed
to find a way to provide for scholarly consul-
tation of the Israeli poster collection without
having to retrieve the original posters except
in rare instances. Microfilming was consid-
ered but rejected for reasons cited above. In-
stead, we opted to explore the possibility of
creating an image database through the use of
new digital technologies.

In the summer of 1993, Violet Gilboa, then
Technical Services Librarian in the Judaica
Division and since promoted to the Library’s
newly endowed post of Littauer Hebraica
Technical and Research Services Librarian,
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investigated whether digital technology
would provide an appropriate solution. Vari-
ous options were examined including flat-bed
scanning and the use of a digital camera. Fi-
nally, for several reasons we decided to use
Kodak Photo-CD technology. It had the abil-
ity to compress the digitized data and store it
in five resolutions (from 128 x 192 pixels to
2048 x 3072 pixels) on a Photo-CD. By using
the lowest resolution, scholars could very
quickly scan the image database for posters of
potential interest. Higher resolutions could
then be used to view items in greater detail.

Photographing the posters first, so as to create
3s5-mm color slides, would ensure an excellent
CD image, while providing a secure preserva-
tion backup to the Photo-CD. The slides would
also make it possible to use the posters for class-
room instruction. Because Photo-CD is no
longer a proprietary technology, industry-wide
standards make it somewhat “future safe.”

For these reasons we decided to go ahead
with digital technology: a bold decision, given
the fact that no image database of this magnitude
had yet been created by an American research
library. Previous efforts had been pilot projects
of several thousand images that were done by
consortia, not by a small unit of a library.

After deciding on digital technology, the
next step was to organize the Israeli poster
collection for scanning and storage—a daunt-
ing task that had been thwarted in the past by
the immense bulk of the collection and the
lack of suitable space for sorting. We felt that
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prior organization was absolutely necessary
for two reasons: first, it would eliminate un-
avoidable duplication; second, it would make
the database immediately functional as a re-
search tool by permitting indexing to be done
over time, dffer scanning, at which point in-
dexing could be done from the images rather
than from the hard-to-handle posters. All too
often the enormous task of indexing discour-
ages people from undertaking a digitizing
project. Thus, prior physical organization of
the posters in a way that would eliminate the
need for pre-scanning indexing was viewed as
the key to the project.

With this in mind, Ms. Gilboa set about
organizing the poster collection in the fall of
1993. For four months she sorted posters into
units that subsequently became separate “cata-
logs” in the image database. They ranged
from large databases such as “Music” with
6,800 posters to “Environmental Protection”
with 100. The large collections were further
subdivided into sub-topics and arranged in
chronological order as appropriate. Sorting
this mass of Israeli posters—most of them pro-
duced over the past two decades or so—
required expert knowledge of the Israeli
cultural and political scene. Knowing that the
organization of the collection would have a
profound effect upon its subsequent scholarly
use added to the burden of responsibility. The
organizational effort resulted in 94 major
units, which, when digitized, constituted
separate files or “catalogs” in the database.

Left: Poster from the petformance of
playwright Hayim Mirn’s Bunker by
the Habimah National Theatre, Tel
Aviv (1983).

Right: “There are 47 days left to drink
tea! On November 13 we begin to
work!” Poster of the Israeli political
party Likud, from the labor federation
elections, 1989.



The database stores “thumbnails,” im-
ages at the lowest resolution, which
serve as pointers to the images in the
other resolutions. Index information

facilitates searching.

The “Shoebox” software provides fields
that are used to define search criteria.
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The digitizing process had two compo-
nents. One was a configuration of computer
equipment that could house the planned im-
age database and permit access to it. Ms.
Gilboa chose an Apple Macintosh Quadra
840AV with a 1-gigabyte hard drive and 80
MB of RAM; a 17" 24-bit color monitor; a
128-MB magneto-optical drive for importing
and exporting images; and a CD drive. To
access the data, it was decided to use the
“Shoebox” software. Access to the § different
resolutions of each image is through the
Photo-CD in the hard disk drive which
requires 32 MB of memory (384 KB for each
image of the second resolution; 1.5 MB for
the third; 6 MB for the fourth; 24 MB for the
sth). The lowest resolution (96 KB per im-
age), which provides access to the entire
database, is on the hard disk.

The second component was a photo-
graphic facility that could digitize the posters.
The immense bulk of the collection together
with the constraints of the Widener Library
building precluded doing the work offsite, so
the Library contracted with Boston Photo
Imaging, who set up a camera and platform in
the caged stack area housing the posters. In a
space measuring 12' by 4', a photographer and
an assistant filmed the posters, which library
staff supplied to them in quantities sufficient
for several days’ filming. The filming was an
especially arduous task: the camera had to be
adjusted for each shot, since content rather
than size, which could vary widely, deter-
mined the juxtaposition of the posters. Be-
cause the platform had to be close to the floor,
the photographer’s assistant had to sit there
while feeding and removing posters for film-
ing, being careful all the while to put them in
the proper folder and in the order filmed, so
that the order would correspond with the
Photo-CD when it was produced. Nonethe-
less, the filming proceeded smoothly, with
productivity reaching more than 1,000 post-
ers per day. Boston Photo took each day’s film
to their laboratory downtown where it was
scanned that night. The next afternoon, they
delivered the slides and Photo-CDs produced
from the previous day’s filming, and the
Photo-CDs were then loaded into the data-
base. Ms. Gilboa examined each image for
quality and found remarkably few errors. The
filming, begun on 18 January 1994 and
completed on 22 April 1994, produced a total
of 73,000 images.

The final step in the process was the trans-
fer of posters, slides and CDs to the Harvard

Depository. This required a record in Hollis
for each specific collection of posters, as well
as holding records for posters at the folder
level, for slides at the slide box level, and for
Photo-CDs at the disc level. These Hollis
records provide subject access to the various
collections in the database. Posters were trans-
ferred to acid-free folders and interleaved
with acid-free tissue paper—approximately
fifteen to a folder. Each HD storage drawer
holds about ten folders.

As noted above, sorting the posters prior to
digitization made it possible to have a func-
tional image database without the need for
indexing before or immediately after scan-
ning. The “Shoebox” software permits sub-
stantial indexing, which will accommodate
the Judaica Division’s plans to do some selec-
tive indexing, e.g., by graphic artists, per-
formers (music, theater), and politicians.
However, the arrangement of the posters in
the database already enables scholars to scan
theater posters by theater, music posters by
genre, and political posters by election and by
party, for example.

Of the 73,000 images in the database,
17,000 are for posters from the ultra-orthodox
community, which the Library had only in
s x 7 photographic format. The next largest
component, those in original, are those deal-
ing with Israeli culture: music, theater, dance,
entertainment and the visual arts. The music
section includes some 6,800 posters, ranging
from announcements of new recordings and
performances of popular music to opera and
concerts of classical music. The theater section
has some 4,200 posters representing perfor-
mances of all the major repertory theaters and
many of the smaller theater groups. The dance
section has some 1,300 posters, while the en-
tertainment section includes 2,600 posters
covering an enormous variety of perfor-
mances and events: cabarets, revues, etc. The
visual arts includes 4,100 posters of art exhibi-
tions in galleries and museums. Another sub-
stantial component of the database is cinema:
some 600 posters of Israeli films and the much
larger collection of 6,700 posters of feature
films from all over the world shown in Israel,
with film title and accompanying information
all in Hebrew translation. Israeli politics, the
subject of some 6,000 posters, includes post-
ers arranged by political party as well as by
election. The religious sector is represented
by some 4,400 posters—in addition to the
collection of 17,000 posters of the ultra~ortho-
dox community digitized from photographs.
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Another large segment is that of commercial
advertising with some 1,100 posters. Some
8,000 posters issued by municipalities, par-
ticularly Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv, and dealing
with various aspects of cultural and social life
are a major component of the database. In ad-
dition, the database has sections consisting
of the posters produced by specific artists,
e.g. Rafi Etgar, Ilan Molkho and David
Tartakover. Although most of the posters
were produced in the last quarter century, a
significant number, including political and
theater posters, go back to the pre-state and
early state period.

After the Israel poster collection was digi-
tized, the Judaica Division decided to digitize
all non-Israeli posters in the Judaica Collec-
tion. These consisted of posters printed
chiefly in Europe and Latin America before
World War Two and dealing with Jewish so-
cial, cultural, economic, and political life.
Jewish theater was particularly well-repre-
sented. At the same time the Division decided
to digitize other ephemeral Judaica, chiefly
single sheet broadsides and leaflets printed pri-
marily in Israel, Europe, and Latin America.
To date some 13,000 such items have been
added to the image database, including post-
ers and ephemera related to the Dreyfus Af-
fair. The Division plans to complete the
digitizing of the rest of the Judaica Collec-
tion’s ephemera in the next year or so, while
newly acquired Israeli posters will be digitized
at appropriate intervals.

Once procedures had been established, it
became possible to apply them to other mate-
rials. The Library had acquired over the years
a collection of some 6,000 slides, chiefly slides
produced in Israel and dealing with various
aspects of Jewish history. These were digitized
as were about 400 maps of Israel.

As a result of these various digital imaging
projects, the Judaica Division’s digital image
database now includes some 92,000 images—
the largest database of its kind in the research
library community. These projects were
funded by income from two Judaica library
endowments, the Lee M. Friedman Fund and
the Harvard-Littauer Judaica Endowment.
An image database of this magnitude raises a
new set of issues about computer storage ca-
pacity. It is clear that the image database has
outgrown the PC environment and must now
move to the server and network level. The
Library is currently examining various options
in this regard, and it is hoped that the Judaica
image database will eventually be available (at

the lowest resolution) on a Library or Univer-
sity-wide network. Subject to copyright re-
strictions, selections from the database may be
made available on the Internet.

In the future other libraries may wish to add
to this database images of those posters of theirs
not represented by images in the Harvard da-
tabase, which could then serve as a world
union catalog of Israeli and other Judaica post-
ers in digital format. In the meantime, the
Judaica Division will continue its efforts to ac-
quire and to digitize Israeli posters (and other
ephemera) systematically and comprehen-
sively, in accordance with the Library’s strate-
gic plan, which encourages the use of digital
technology to preserve and enhance access to
research maternials, and in accordance with the
Division’s mission to support research in Jew-
ish Studies by acquiring all the materials
needed, in whatever format or language, to
document the Jewish historical experience—in
this instance, the documentation of Jewish his-
tory and culture in the State of Israel.

CATALOGING HARVARD’S INCUNABULA

Kenneth E. Carpenter

Not long ago I visited on the top floor of
the Houghton Library a librarian who
in his learning, his meticulousness, and his
personal elegance has perhaps no peer at Har-
vard. I always like to go there, not just out of
respect and affection for the occupant. It’s also
that the room itself conveys that here is car-
ried out complex, disciplined scholarly work.

On the room’s bookshelves are major bib-
liographical works, mostly personal copies,
and on the occupant’s desk, almost bare, was
a pile of pages 10.5 cm high, plus a computer
disk. This was the text of the fourth volume
of the catalog of incunabula (pre-1501 books)
at Harvard, all ready to be sent off to
Binghamton, New York, where it was to be
put into print by Medieval and Renaissance
Texts and Studies (with the aid, incidentally,
of a subvention from the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities). The gentleman
behind the desk was James E. Walsh.

Mr. Walsh became a cataloger at Houghton in
1947 and from 1951 spent his entire career up to
1986 being head cataloger and Keeper of Printed
Books. Expert in Greek, Latin, and German,
thoroughly competent in French and Italian, and



