An example of the benefits of digitising a pictorial collection
A photographic album, Tasmanian Views, assembled by Hobart photographer Edward Searle in the early 1900s, provides a story that demonstrates the benefits of digitisation. The story began in Antarctica in 1911 and ends with a flight from Oslo to Canberra in 2009.

In December 1911, Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen and his team were the first to arrive at the South Pole. Although photography of the expedition was not a priority for Amundsen, he did permit team member Olav Bjaaland to take some photographs of the historic occasion. 
The expedition’s first port of call after they left Antarctica was Hobart. Amundsen gave the negatives to Hobart’s leading photographer J. W. Beattie, who in turn gave the task of developing them to his young assistant Edward Searle. Searle seems to have regarded the job as one of the highlights of his career and kept four prints of the Amundsen team at the South Pole for his personal album.

In 1965, photographic historian and dealer Keast Burke purchased the album from Searle’s descendants, for the National Library of Australia. The album received album-level cataloguing, as ‘Tasmanian views’, the somewhat bland title that appeared in its cover. It received only occasional use. This changed in 2003, after the images in it were individually catalogued, digitised and  indexed by Google. The first evidence that the world was discovering the Amundsen prints in the album and that the prints were something unusual came with photographic orders in early 2004 from a publishing company in Poland quickly followed by an order from the Australian Antarctic Division in Hobart. By mid-2004, photographic orders started flooding in – from book publishers in the United Kingdom, the United States and Canada; magazine publishers in Australia, Amsterdam, Washington and Singapore and the BBC in London - to list just a sample. 
In the National Library Pictures Branch, we came to understand the reason for the world’s interest in 2009, when Harald Ǿstgaard Lund, the Curator of Pictures at the National Library of Norway, contacted us. He explained that one of the photographs,  showing Amundsen’s team with the Norwegian flag at the Pole, was the most requested photograph in the National Library of Norway’s collection. Though it is a Norwegian icon, the National Library of Norway did not own a negative or vintage print of it. The print in the Edward Searle album appeared to be the world’s only vintage print.

Harald had found the image through Google in early 2009. There are hundreds of images on the Internet of Amundsen at the South Pole, but for Harald, this one ‘small brown one’ stood out.  The landscape format of the photograph was the first exciting clue – in all the versions that Harald had previously seen, some of the snow on the left and right had been cropped away.
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Olav Bjaaland. The successful explorers at the South Pole, 14th December 1911  in Tasmanian Views. National Library of Australia.

Harald followed the link back to the National Library’s web site, where he found it was part of the album Tasmanian Views. The bibliographic description provided Harald with a second important clue. The dimensions – 7.6 x 12.6 cm – confirmed that the photograph was a contact print from the size of negative used by the Kodak folding camera that Amundsen’s party took to the Pole.

Harald flew to Canberra in August 2009 to see the album. The neatly written captions in the album, referring to the team as ‘the successful explorers’ and ‘the men who discovered the North-West passage in 1906’, showed the young Edward Searle’s understanding of the importance of the visitors to Hobart, and perhaps a touch of hero-worship 
Harald plans to request a loan of the album to include in the national Library of Norway’s exhibition in Oslo on 2011, the hundredth anniversary of Amundsen’s arrival at the Pole.
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Harald Ǿstgaard Lund examines the Edward Searle album, Pictures Reading Room, August 2009
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