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2 A  HISTORY OF CLASSIFICATION 

The storage and retrieval of images is a fundamental part of several disciplines in the 

humanities, including film and television studies and art history. Both rely heavily on the 

medium of photographic film and, today, a digital ‘substrate’. Long before digital technologies 

emerged, organization and retrieval of specific images required a classification system. 

In the first half of the twentieth century, the period in which art history began to emerge as a 

discipline within academia, scholars focused on the formal properties of works of art and the 

meanings which they supposedly contained.  Iconography and iconology emerged through the 

work of several key art-historical writers at this time, including Aby Warburg, Godefridus 

Johannes Hoogewerff, and Erwin Panofsky. But what do these terms actually mean?  

Historically, the terms ‘iconography’ and ‘iconology’ have often been used loosely 

and interchangeably. However, a distinction between the two can be made: in the 

modern sense iconography involves the collection, classification and analysis of 

data, from which the theme or subject of a work of art is deduced. Iconology, on the 

other hand, starting from the results of iconography, attempts to explain the very 

basis for the existence of a work of art and its entire meaning. With reference to the 

broader cultural background, the iconologist pinpoints those features of a work of 
art that can be seen as symptomatic of a specific culture (Lash, 2015).   

As art historians investigated meaning across the canon of Western art, they sought a system 

for recording art works that could be standardized and relate to the Panofskian method of 

description. 

3 LEVELS OF DESCRIPTION 

Art historians developed from Panofsky different ‘levels’ of description. The first was termed 

‘pre-iconographic’, which meant summarizing what can be seen and identified at the most basic 

level, e.g. a skull, a bowl of water, a table. The iconographical description takes this one stage 

further in recognizing that there may be a particular ‘type’ or theme, e.g. a still-life. The third 

phase (iconographical interpretation) relies on a wider knowledge of the former to explore the 

symbolic, e.g. a personification of a virtue. 
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3.1 DESCRIBING AN IMAGE 
Look at the image overleaf. Note down your descriptions using the method above: 

Level 1. 
 
Level 2. 
 
Level 3. 
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If you are an art historian, chances are you have managed to get as far as an iconographical 

interpretation, but what about trying to ‘decode’ this image if you haven’t seen anything like 
this before? 

3.2 THE ICONCLASS SYSTEM 
This is where ICONCLASS came in. Developed by Henri van de Waal (dates) from the 1950s to 

the 1970s, it was built on existing subject classification systems, in this case decimal. The idea 

was that virtually anyone could, by use of the system, identify and describe the meaning of an 

art work using it. 

ICONCLASS is founded on 10 numbered divisions: 

0 Abstract, Non-representational Art 

1 Religion and Magic 

2 Nature 

3 Human being, Man in general 

4 Society, Civilization, Culture 

5 Abstract Ideas and Concepts 

6 History 

7 Bible 

8 Literature 

9 Classical Mythology and Ancient History   

Below these are the first sub-divisions, such as these for Nature: 

21 the four elements, and ether, the fifth element 

22 natural phenomena 

23 time 

24 the heavens (celestial bodies) 

25 earth, world as celestial body 

26 meteorological phenomena 

29 surrealia, surrealistic representations 

Following these sub-divisions, letters and subsequently numbers are used for greater 
specificity. 



Digital 
Thursday, December 10, 2015 

5 
 

Auxiliaries in the digital version of ICONCLASS include features that can improve the accuracy of 

the system, or produce finer-grained interpretations. These features can include bracketed text, 
keys, the doubling of a letter and structural digits. 

3.3 USING ICONCLASS 
Using your descriptions of the image above, try to build a series of ICONCLASS codes that 

refer to it. 

You can search for terms or browse the schedule by going to: 
http://www.iconclass.org/help/outline  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Did you encounter any problems generating the ICONCLASS codes? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

http://www.iconclass.org/help/outline
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3.4 USING RKD EXPLORE 
The RKD Netherlands Institute for Art History (https://rkd.nl/en/) uses the ICONCLASS system 

for its records of images in its collections. The ICONCLASS codes are linked to other data, so 

provide a way to search the collections of images using iconography.  

 

Select ‘RKD Images’ and try searching for one of your ICONCLASS codes. 

What images did you find? 

What other information did RKD Explore present about the ICONCLASS code? 

3.5 SUMMARY OF CURATED DATA SETS 
RKD Explore and the ICONCLASS codes represent one way of describing images systematically, 

and linking data sets together. There is a lot of time and effort that goes into such collections 

and their descriptions. The data in such resources is heavily curated in that it is managed by 

professionals who catalogue each image and check that standards are followed. 

As a researcher what are the advantages and disadvantages of such data sets? 

 
 
 

 
 
 

https://rkd.nl/en/
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4 IMAGES IN OPEN DATA SETS 

In 2013 the British Library placed over 1 million digital images online, which were out of 

copyright and made them available in the public domain: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/.  

These were illustrations from books in its collections, and although they were provided with 

data that allowed them to be identified from a particular publication, the British Library did not 

provide information on the subject matter of the images; instead inviting a community of users 
to provide it. 

 

Each image has the following details about the publication that the image came from and its 
location in that publication (this is just an example): 

Title: "Sveriges Historia från äldsta tid till våra dagar, etc", "Appendix. History and 

Politics. III. General" 

Author: Sweden 

Shelfmark: "British Library HMNTS 9431.h.2." 

Volume: 06 

Page: 175 

Place of Publishing: Stockholm 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/
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Date of Publishing: 1877 

Issuance: monographic 

Identifier: 003555115 

The same image also has space for tags, which are both community generated and suggested 
by Flickr itself. 

 

This includes details about the subject of the illustration. In this case a variety of terms have 

been used, and this differs from the very hierarchical system of description that we saw with 

ICONCLASS. 

Open up the Flickr British Library page: https://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/  

Search the British Library photostream for ‘seal’.  

What results did you get? 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/
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5 CULTURAL ANALYTICS AND VISUALIZING IMAGES 

Photo sharing sites like Flickr obviously contain many millions of digital images available to be 

viewed in forms that would be more familiar to the way we dealt with photographs – arranged 

into albums, given labels, and we can move through each image I turn as if in a ‘slide show’ – a 

term we still use. 

As we have explored in this workshop, digital images are data – they are machine-readable – 

and as such can be analyzed in ways that would have been difficult to the point of impossible in 
the medium of photographic film and print. 

Lev Manovich is a researcher who has responded to the challenge of massive data sets, and in 

particular image data, for scholars in the humanities.  Manovich’s point is that we are in the 

midst of an unprecedented explosion of information. Web users are content producers, and the 

quantity of digital photographs, for example, is in the billions. Tools are available that allow 

researchers to perform similar actions, such as comparison, fundamental to so many 

humanities disciplines, but to do so across many items, not simply a few. 

5.1 COMPARING SMALL SETS 
Look at these two panels from the site www.phdcomics.com. What formal features of these 

two images could you compare? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  

5.2 CONSIDERING VARIABLES IN SETS 
We have examined the graphic ‘language’ of PhD Comics through these two images, but what 

exactly are we looking for? 

The image at the top of the screen was published in 1997, and was the first illustration of the 
series. The image at the bottom of the screen is one of the most recent illustrations. 

http://www.phdcomics.com/
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Comparing the two might prompt us to note that characteristics of the figures are quite 

different – in the earliest case, there are four panels of equal size arranged in a line, and that 

there is very little if any mid-tone and shading inside each panel. The latter has a greater range 

of greyscale values and introduces colour. There is also a central panel that includes text.  

One hypothesis might be that since 1997, PhD Comics has introduced more features and a 
greater range of values into the panels. 

What about this strip from 2014? 

 

Oh dear! This doesn’t quite fit, does it?  It consists of text and prominent lines, and is a single 

panel – there are no figures at all. This is something different. 

One way around this might be to manually annotate each strip (using key terms in a controlled 

vocabulary) to identify certain types (this one might be tagged ‘textual’, ‘single-panel’, ‘graph’, 

for example). 

How would we do that for the entire PhD Comics archive of images? Well, we could do the 

work ourselves or we could get others to do the tagging (like the British Library’s project). 

There’s another problem here, and that relates, according to Manovich, to natural language – 

the way we use one language system to describe another (in this case graphic). As we have 

seen with ICONCLASS, choosing the most important parts of the image to record, and deciding 

on a common vocabulary is challenging, not to mention semantic difficulties like ‘seal’ and ‘seal’ 
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as we have seen. One person’s description of the formal properties of an image may not be the 

same as another’s. 

So what features can be seen and described? 

5.3 FEATURE EXTRACTION 
Manovich’s cultural analytics method first involves digital image processing. This draws on the 

‘features’ or metadata of the image file itself. If you have manipulated images in photo editing 

software before, you have probably encountered them. Some examples are: 

 Greyscale 

 Contrast 

 Texture 

 Number of lines 

 Line curvature 

 Colour 

 Hue 

 Saturation 

 Brightness 

Software can calculate these values, and relate them to the overall number of pixels in an 

image.  This can help us to find dominant colours within images, the sum of angles of lines, and 

relative strengths of light and dark. 

The next stage involves visualization, which we have already discussed on this programme. 

Manovich used some of the features above to calculate the average values for each image in 

digital files of pages of Manga titles. The features were plotted against one another using 

standard deviation and entropy. 

An image’s standard deviation of greyscale values, for example, would be high if an image 

possesses a large range of greyscale values. Its entropy will be high if there is a lot of variation 
in greyscale values across the image (perhaps a lot of detail and texture). 

Manovich plotted the standard deviation along the X-axis and entropy along the Y-axis. 
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The resulting pattern, a graphical representation of these values across a large dataset, in itself 

may say something about the number of pages that feature in a series that poss ess certain 

formal properties. In the example above, there are some outliers: fewer pages that have single 

frames and blocks of black and white than pages with more panels and detail.  As each page has 

been plotted onto the visualization, it would be possible to zoom into each image to verify the 

‘big picture’ observation. 

But what about comparison? 

Using other values, such as the date of the publication, it would also be possible to plot changes 

in values over time – this might be useful for our analysis of PhD Comics, for instance. It is also 

possible to put different titles side-by-side. Using the same method above for two or more titles 

might reveal something about the style adopted by different illustrators. 
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Using this method, what other research questions could you develop? 

Are there any research questions that you could not develop? 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

6 COPYRIGHT AND USE OF D IGITAL IMAGES 

Many of the image file types that we have discussed in this workshop can be downloaded, 

stored, circulated and re-purposed easily and almost instantaneously, but that does not 

necessarily mean that they should.  This section covers some of the main points around 

copyright of digital images, but does not constitute legal advice. If you require specific 

guidance, please consult your data controller at your own institution or contact the JISC Legal 
Team: https://www.jisc.ac.uk/website/legacy/legal.  

6.1 COPYRIGHT 
When an image is created copyright comes into force (regardless of the presence of a copyright 

statement on the work itself). In the case of photographic work, it is normally the photographer 

who holds the copyright. A transfer of copyright can be obtained, but this would need to be 
agreed with the photographer, who should sign a contract detailing the transfer. 

Using images under copyright from an institution (such as the RKD Images) does not transfer 

copyright to the user. As a researcher you can request permission to reproduce an image (for 

example, in a publication in print or online), but this applies solely for an agreed purpose, and 

the image should not be used for other purposes without a separate permission request. 

How long does copyright last?  The UK Government advice on copyright law details the 
following durations for different works:  

 

https://www.jisc.ac.uk/website/legacy/legal
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Type of work How long copyright usually lasts 

Written, dramatic, musical and artistic work 70 years after the author’s death 

Sound and music recording 70 years from when it’s first published 

Films 
70 years after the death of the director, 

screenplay author and composer 

Broadcasts 50 years from when it’s first broadcast 

Layout of published editions of written, 

dramatic or musical works 
25 years from when it’s first published 

  

6.2 CREATIVE COMMONS 
You have probably noticed that a lot of digital content is identified as under a Creative 

Commons licence. This is a means of applying different forms of copyright to media that is 

shared and might even be re-purposed or modified by others.  This has obvious implications for 

the digital humanities, where everything from imagery to the underlying code in software might 

be taken up by other researchers and adapted for different research aims. 

You will find more information at the Creative Commons website: 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/  

Essentially, the licences consist of three layers: 

 Legal code (for lawyers) 

 Human readable (for everyone who isn’t a lawyer) 

 Machine readable (for computers to be able to identify, e.g. through web searches) 

The following licences are available: 

 Attribution - allows others to use an original work in a variety of ways (including 

commercial purposes) as long as the originator of the work is credited. 

 Attribution share alike - allows others to use an original work in a variety of ways 

(including commercial purposes) as long as the originator of the work is credited and 

any derivative is licensed with identical terms. 

 Attribution no derivatives - allows for the distribution of images where the originator is 

credited and where no changes are made to the original work. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
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 Attribution non-commercial - allows others to use an original work as long as the 

purpose is non-commercial and the originator of the work is credited. 

 Attribution non-commercial share alike - allows others to use an original work as long 

as the purpose is non-commercial, the originator of the work is credited and any 

derivative works are licensed with identical terms. 

 Attribution non-commercial no derivatives - allows others to access and share original 

works ensuring that the use is for non-commercial purposes, the originator of the work 

is credited and that the original work is not changed in any way. 

(Source: http://www.jiscdigitalmedia.ac.uk/guide/copyright-and-still-images-frequently-asked-
questions/) 

The most restrictive licence icon (Attribution non-commercial no derivatives) looks like this:  

 

The most permissive licence icon (Attribution) looks like this:  

 

6.3 ORPHAN WORKS 
In many cases of historical research, the copyright holder may not be easy to identify. Images  of 

this kind are referred to as ‘orphan works’. The researcher should be able to demonstrate that 

he or she has made efforts to trace and contact the copyright holder. 

6.4 IMAGES FROM FLICKR 
We have seen how researchers in the digital humanities use Flickr. The default licence for 

images is ‘All rights reserved’, which basically means it is necessary to contact the rights holder 

before re-using the image. For institutions that have digitized content and made it available on 

Flickr (because no known copyright restrictions apply) such as the British Library and the Library 
of Congress, you may be able to use images for any purpose without charge. 

6.5 MORAL RIGHTS AND IMAGES 
Another set of rights applies to individuals who may be creators of works: moral rights. As the 

name suggests this concerns the way in which someone is treated. If a work is falsely attributed 

to someone else, an individual has not been identified as the originator, or that they have been 

treated in a derogatory manner through their work, moral rights apply. These can be waived by 

the creator of the work, but not transferred. 

http://www.jiscdigitalmedia.ac.uk/guide/copyright-and-still-images-frequently-asked-questions/
http://www.jiscdigitalmedia.ac.uk/guide/copyright-and-still-images-frequently-asked-questions/
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