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PROLOGUE
I-Media-Cities. Reflective Societies:
Cultural Heritage and European Identities

I-Media-Cities (IMC) is an ambitious, innovative project designed
by the Association of European Film Archives and Cinematheques
(ACE) that began life in 2016 with the wish to generate new ways of
approaching cinematic heritage. The European Union’s Horizon 2020
programme (H2020) offered the appropriate framework for carry-
ing out a project of these characteristics, and Nicola Mazzanti, then
president of the ACE and director of the Royal Belgian Film Ar-
chive, managed to encourage nine film archives to take part. Then,
within the framework of H2020, which is focused on research and
innovation, these film heritage institutions thought that cinema,
and especially that which has least exposure, could be adapted to
make the most of new technologies. And so, Innovative e-Environ-
ment for Research on Cities and the Media, the project we call I-Me-
dia-Cities, was born.

The nine film archives involved placed their respective cities at
the heart of the project (Athens, Barcelona, Bologna, Brussels, Co-
penhagen, Stockholm, Frankfurt, Turin, and Vienna), and several re-
search centres and technological innovators were co-opted as part-
ners.

The final list of participants is as follows:

 Cinematek. Royal Belgian Film Archive, Brussels (film archive)

* Cineca. Consortium of Universities, Bologna (technology devel-
oper)

e Fraunhofer Institute for Digital Media Technology IDMT, Ilmenau
(technology developer)

» iMinds-IMEC, Brussels (i-business)

* Cineteca di Bologna, Bologna (film archive)
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e Institute For Cultural Heritage of the Emilia-Romagna Region,
Bologna (research)

» National Museum of Cinema — Maria Adriana Prolo Foundation,
Turin (film archive)

e Urban Center Metropolitano, Turin (research)

e Austrian Film Museum, Vienna (film archive)

¢ University of Barcelona, GRACMON, Barcelona (research)

* Filmoteca de Catalunya - ICEC, Barcelona (film archive)

* Swedish Film Institute, Stockholm (film archive)

¢ Stockholm University, Stockholm (research)

¢ Greek Film Archive Foundation, Athens (film archive)

e University of Athens, Laboratory of Visual Media, Athens (re-
search)

 Danish Film Institute, Copenhagen (film archive)

 Deutsches Filminstitut, Frankfurt (film archive)

» Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for Digital History, Vienna (research)

The principal objective of the project has been to develop a digital
platform in order to view a significant selection of films from archive
collections, with the aim of stimulating research in the field of the hu-
manities. Thus, the cities and the films shot in them are the essential
core of the I-Media-Cities project, as works in their own right and as
documents. The producers, actors, directors, places, people, and his-
torical, social and political events are there to be studied, interpreted,
analysed and compared, with similarities and differences being es-
tablished, by fields such as sociology, urban anthropology, town plan-
ning, and the history of architecture, among others. The research car-
ried out for the project has been a fruitful laboratory of experiences
and exchange, but it can be considered merely a starting point for
new methodologies that may be developed in the future. This ambi-
tion, what we called “wild ideas”, has required an innovative techno-
logical approach in the development of the platform and other com-
puting applications, in order to make this cross-sectional research
into film collections possible and also to offer this content to other us-
ers, especially the educational community and the general public.

Finally, and in accordance with European guidelines, a specialist
in new digital business models has been incorporated, to propose
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economically sustainable models to continue the project after EU
funding ends.

A selection of significant work resulting from the project is pre-
sented below in the following sections.

The Filmed Cities
(research into new methods of research)

In order to unify the chronology, it was agreed to establish the time-
span 0f 1890 to 1989, from the period of the demolition of the walls of
the major European cities to the fall of the Berlin Wall, a symbolic
time that, seen today, takes on new meaning.

Within the general context of the filmed cities, some important
points about their idiosyncrasies are raised. Thus, Stockholm analy-
ses the question of cinematic genres, while Athens focuses on the
structures and the processes of constructing identities. Of move-
ment through the modern metropolis, Barcelona points out the phe-
nomenon of the crowd as a protagonist. The portrait of the city of
Turin, based on urban planning and architecture as a factor in tour-
ism, contrasts with that of Bologna, a missing or unknown city that is
recovering its images, while those of Vienna show how space be-
comes a social and representative product. All this came about when
the city and the cinema were an intrinsically urban phenomenon.

Film Heritage

More than 1,000 films have been incorporated in the platform, ex-
pressly selected to give the project coherence and meaning. Each
city is represented both singularly and generally, revealing similari-
ties and differences between them. As for the technical aspect, we
must say that we have seen and understood the complexity of being
able to transmit the physical characteristics of films in an online re-
search environment.

When the initial stage of IMC is over, the film archives proposed
introspective views of other dissemination and research projects
carried out previously, contextualizing and highlighting not just
what has been done so far, but the ability to take a step further in or-
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der to advance in the promotion of research connecting the past with
the present.

Technological Tools

IMC is the attempt to join together two worlds — films and research-
ers — and so we needed to find a common sustainable environment.
Thus, in a sort of hackathon, in the first stage the technology devel-
opers invited us to a collective experience in order to talk about
everything we were expecting from the project, even the most unex-
pected things. The aim was therefore to pool all the ideas that could
take us towards a new paradigm in the field of research, education,
and the dissemination of cultural heritage. This is how the “user sto-
ries” emerged, to systematize the proposals and gradually be able to
specify their technological development, and in which the metadata
of each title became a basis for interoperability, essential to the pro-
ject. Nowadays, the automatic indexing of images has become a very
powerful tool in the audio-visual world. In this context, IMC was
presented as an opportunity to test these tools on archive images,
some of them more than 100 years old and of very poor quality.

As an epilogue, we can say that the incipient results point to a
promising future, with a new way of disseminating and bringing film
collections to the public. It is with this sincere and legitimate wish
that we confront the challenge of the financial sustainability of the
project, in a Europe where access to culture is not only an option but
aright.

MARIONA BRUZz0O LLABERIA (Filmoteca de Catalunya)
TERESA-M. SALA (University of Barcelona)
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Nicola Mazzanti

When thinking and talking about I-Media-Cities for this book, I was
brought back to the beginning of the idea for the I-Media-Cities plat-
form. Therefore, if you permit me, I would like to start with some of
the issues that laid the foundations for this project.

As any director of an audio-visual archive will tell you, cultural
heritage and museum institutions across Europe are increasingly
holding large digital collections — either digitized or born digital —
that can have a significant impact on many research fields, both in So-
cial Sciences and Humanities. This available digitized content being a
somewhat recent development, a strong, efficient link between many
of these institutions and the research field still largely needs to be es-
tablished, as well as a true bi-directional dialogue that aligns the ef-
forts and the focus of these institutions to the needs of research.

It is not a revelation to say that at the dawn of the twenty-first
century all the humanities, social sciences and historiographical dis-
ciplines now use sources and documents in traditional and interdisci-
plinary approaches, which they would certainly not have used a few
decades ago. And in this context the iconographic sources of the me-
dia, or of so-called popular culture, play an increasingly fundamen-
tal role that goes well beyond the narrow confines of the disciplines
of cinema history and the media. No historian or serious sociologist
would today face a twentieth-century research question without re-
ferring in any way to the existing iconographic sources, be they fixed
or moving images.

But if these sources have multiplied in type, importance, and or-
igin, their access has certainly not been simplified. Indeed, this mul-
tiplication of types and origin and this exponential increase in their
quantity (millions of hours of motion pictures, hundreds of millions
of photographs, of pages, of various materials...) has actually contrib-
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uted to complicating the lives of researchers and, in fact, to making
the use of these sources frustratingly complex.

If we keep in mind that some analogue types of sources need tech-
nology to be consulted — you read a book with your eyes, as you look
at a picture, but if you put your ear on a record or lift a film to the win-
dow, you do not hear or see the work — then we might conclude that
having digitized versions of these sources would take away those par-
ticular difficulties and open up the path to increased research efforts.
However, when we first started thinking of the idea for I-Media-Cit-
ies, there was also the important fact to take into consideration that
neither cultural heritage institutions nor the research field are yet
taking full advantage of information technologies in order to improve
opportunities and quality for research, nor to provide access to these
collections. As a result, audio-visual content suffers from what I
would call “technological barriers”, which has led to a situation where
almost no significant research has been done on them and there is a
need for intelligent, technology-intensive, and user-engaging solu-
tions (platforms, working environments, applications, etc.), designed
to foster research on digital cultural collections across Europe.

Unfortunately, access is made even more complex by legal barri-
ers, mainly copyright law, which often seems to be deliberately writ-
ten in Europe to prevent research, education and culture. Whereas
in other contexts and countries the notion of “fair use” allows all re-
searchers to do their job, in Europe even the act of seeing a visual
document from the past can sometimes be illegal, let alone that it
could be studied for scientific purposes. In the twenty-first century,
it is difficult to justify and accept that there is no effective and effi-
cient exception whatsoever across all the EU member states for
non-commercial use, and more specifically for research. Why should
it be conceivable that collections which are maintained and some-
times digitized with public money cannot be studied or even viewed
by anybody in any country in a legal way?

Surely in a digital society, a mechanism that allows European cit-
izens and European scholars to watch moving image content in a
safe and legal way can be found and actualized. Europe has a great
need and would greatly benefit from introducing a blanket exception
for any type of research on moving image and photographic materi-
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al. This blanket solution should be valid across all member states,
and allow universities, professors, teachers and students to access
documents that at the moment are locked away. It seems to be a
strange dichotomy to invest in digitization, if this material then can-
not be viewed, not even for research purposes. Of course, some might
rightly say that research can be done on the physical documents, on
papers, on photos, on films, and that there is no need for internet ac-
cess, but all sources necessary for a research project are rarely to be
found in one archive, let alone one country, which would mean that
research would need more funding. The reality these days, however,
is that budgets for travelling to research these materials are often se-
verely slashed, and it is hard to imagine that only providing research
access to non-digitized materials is in line with the digital goals the
European Commission has set for itself.

There is this pervasive idea amongst national and European gov-
ernmental institutions that the digitization work done so far on cul-
tural heritage collections, and the existence of Europeana (www.eu-
ropeana.eu/portal/nl), has solved all the problems described above.
Unfortunately, this could not be further from the truth. First off, the
multiplication of digital access channels has, in a strange way, had
the adverse effect of complicating and multiplying the rules of copy-
right. This, in turn, has generated the impression that any document
— even the most general or harmless — could or should generate
some form of income (the discourse on culture and education is
much more barbaric in the digital age than in the analogue one).

Secondly, the so-called digital revolution that was promised to
researchers as a golden haven filled with limitless potential, was hin-
dered by two phenomena on the European level. The first was the
birth and subsequent development of the overarching Europeana
platform, which for years and years appropriated more and more of
the available funds for digital projects, thereby blocking any devel-
opment not strictly centralized in the Europeana vision. The second
was the economic crisis that swept through Europe, washing away
available national funds dedicated to research institutions and ar-
chives. Combined, these two factors have pushed digital research
developments, and the research infrastructure in general, back for at
least a decade or two.
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The assumption which lay at the basis of the H2020 call, for
which I-Media-Cities was submitted, is that a significant amount
of work has been done on the digitization of European cultural mo-
tion picture heritage, to the extent that we can consider this issue
to be resolved. This is of course deeply untrue. The experiences
within the project show that in the motion picture sector, within
which a large number of the consortium is active, digitization pro-
jects came to almost a complete standstill in recent years. There
are barely any hints of any mass digitization projects for moving
image material beyond some limited projects around television
content. Needless to say, at this speed and this level of budget, dig-
itizing European cinematographic — and in a broader sense all
moving image — collections, dating from 1896 to today, will never
be finished. The risk therefore, of not providing FHIs with the
means to further digitize specific collections will be that advanced
European projects like I-Media-Cities will be left like a cathedral
in the desert.

It was in this context, which certainly did not seem conducive to
research and the “search for new ways of research”, that the I-Me-
dia-Cities proposal was accepted. This allowed a group of film ar-
chives, universities, and other European research centres to launch
the project, with the aim of exploring the participatory modalities of
access to large collections of images and creating tools to support re-
search into them, allowing not only viewing, but also, for example,
the annotation of images and sharing of these annotations with oth-
er researchers.

Even if technology plays an important role in the project (crea-
tion of a separate and free access platform for researchers, manual
annotation tools and automatic image analysis, tagging possibilities
for the general public, etc.), the objectives were not purely techno-
logical, but methodological. The aim was to create technical and
practical conditions (digitization of documents) and legal conditions
(use and access permits) to experiment with new methods of access
to large single-issue collections (in this case images of different Eu-
ropean cities from 1896 to yesterday) and to stimulate and facilitate
collaborative research between scholars, and even between scholars
and the general public.
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I am therefore very happy to see that the overwhelmingly posi-
tive results of the I-Media-Cities project have not only addressed
these overall barriers that exist, by creating conditions for effective
collaboration between research institutions on one side and archival
institutions on the other, but also they offer support through innova-
tive solutions, which contain both new developments as well as the
integration of existing technologies. The platform improves the re-
search user’s experience, augments the quality of research possibili-
ties, and is built on an economically sustainable model that allows
the use of digital content in different contexts.

In order to maximize the impact of this approach in the field, the
project is designed to focus on areas of research and on types of con-
tent that are both neglected, and likely to bear even more fruit. A
prime example of this has been our choice of European Cities as a
topic as depicted in primarily audio-visual materials, which has en-
sured a truly multi-disciplinary project approach, and an extremely
deep field of research subjects (proven by the wide-ranging research
interest represented in the consortium). Let’s not forget that al-
though, during this project, we may have aimed at creating condi-
tions and technical solutions under which researchers and scholars
could work on a broad corpus of moving image materials that refer
to one specific topic, the experience of the I-Media-Cities platform
can be used in any topic of research based on moving image materi-
als. The platform design and the technical solutions are created in a
way that will allow them to be used independently on any topic.

The choice to focus heavily on moving images as the source and
object of research (obviously properly contextualized with other data
and information) has made the project highly innovative in terms of
technology and conceptualization. The digital collections opened up
to research are both unique and were until now almost inaccessible.
Their use has guaranteed a strong impact on the research users — who
have never had access to this content, and who have been able to have
a strong guiding hand in the way audio-visual materials can be digi-
tally researched.

It is my sincere hope that the results of a relatively small project
like I-Media-Cities, which in and of itself is obviously too small to af-
fect the systemic lost opportunities of the past decade, will inspire
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other projects that contribute to creating the conditions for research
based on digital or digitized archives, or seek to improve the interac-
tion of the general public with digital collections. As heritage institu-
tions, we are all convinced that the potential of digital technologies
for research and education has barely been scratched.
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