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Why did Basel become a center for publishing in the 15/16th century?

good conditions
– geographically well situated trading city with capital
– well-developed craft sector
– Basel concile 1431-1449:

– paper industry
– written knowledge: greek manuscripts
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Self reinforcing factors
– more than mere commerce
– Humanism: attracted scholars
– first Swiss university in Basel (1460): knowledge

17th century downfall
– counter reformation and 30 years‘ war
– plagues

Daten herunterladen Erstellt mit Dataw rapper
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https://www.datawrapper.de/_/qD4b4


Basel Prints: a few examples
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Erasmus / Froben
• 1516: first print of New Testament in Greek
• Erasmus stayed more than a decade

Andreas Vesalius / Oporinus
• “On the Fabric of the Human Body”
• Prints from Titian’s workshop in Venedig
• Transported to Basel

Sebastian Brandt / Olpe
• 1494: „Narrenschiff“: most widely read book

in German language before reformation

Erasmus Wikicommons Narrenschiff WikicommonsVesal Wikicommons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Desidrius_Erasmus_by_Hans_Holbein.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Narrenschiff.JPG
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vesalius_Fabrica_p174.jpg
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“bringing libraries and publishers together” in the 16th century

The catalog of Basel prints and IIIF, Martin Reisacher, 02.05.2023 Universität Basel 6

Monasterycopies
• print copy for lending manuscripts
• dissolutionof monasteries 16th century: 

doubling university library inventory

„Mandatory“ copies
• 1536: voluntary initiative by Amerbach / 

Oporinus that was backed by the generosity
of the publishers

• 1556: obligationused for censorship

Acquistionsand donations
• 1661: Amerbachcabinet of curiosities

(9.000 books)

Bonifacius Amerbach Wikicommons
© Basler Bauten

Wunderkammer Wikicommons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portrait_of_Bonifacius_Amerbach_by_Hans_Holbein_the_Younger_(1519).jpg
https://www.basler-bauten.ch/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=49:kirchen-und-kloester&catid=45&Itemid=115
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RitrattoMuseoFerranteImperato.jpg


ITB: a quite unique physical collection and bibliographic documentation
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nearly 20.000 known prints from Basel 
• 4/5 in library
• 1/5 as bibliographic entries



ITB: three components
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Biographic information
• about 250 printers
• Extracting printing devices from prints

Digitization of prints
• systematic high quality inhouse digitization
• special focus on prints from Basel
• No own repository

High quality metadata
• identifiers to international old print

databases
• bibliographic records for missing prints



Swiss digitization platform landscape
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Platform for digitized rare books 
• 2023: 26 institutions
• part of e-lib.ch (2010)
• Focus on joint digitization with high 

quality standards and persistence
• But no focus on specific collections
• Digitization silo

Tschubby, Karte Schw eiz, Logos hinzugefügt, CC BY-SA 3.0

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benutzer:Tschubby
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Karte_Schweiz.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/legalcode
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IIIF: International Image Interoperability Framework
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Image API: 
• Regions (for tiling / deep zoom)
• different sizes
• formats

Presentation-API
• Image 
• Metadata
• Structure, …
•  for standardized reuse (Viewers)

IIIF Image API Specif ications

https://iiif.io/api/image/3.0/


From portal to infrastructure?

2019 e-rara implemented IIIF
– not a breaking change: portal looked the same
– but big impact: e-rara became interoperable infrastructure around 

which we were able to think our projects
– before we were only able to link, now we can easily integrate 

digitized items for highlighting special collections
– we don’t have to care about infrastructure (persistence, dois) but can 

focus on how to reuse content
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IIIF is a standard focusing on implementation
– implementations are as important as the standard
– not only reuse infrastructure but also applications (viewers, plugins, …)
– “sitting on the shoulders of library giants”



IIIF – a worldwide standard
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Access to huge digitized collections

Community Map IIIF

https://iiif.io/community/map/


Unlocking the power of IIIF (1)
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virtually recreate the collection of Basel prints by adding digital copies to the
bibliographic entries



Unlocking the power of IIIF (2)
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Nearly 40% more digitized objects (4.500 objects)
Copies from this peridod differ from each other (cover)



A winding path: Interoperability hidden in metadata silos
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What it should be like
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https://ub-itb.ub.unibas.ch/


IIIF: Opening up new possibilities for research and digital storytelling
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Comparingcopiesand editions
• Mirador functionalities

Referencing partsof images
• Cropping plugin for Mirador Viewer (BSB)

Mix & Merge for storytelling
• exhibit.so from mnemoscene.io
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Lessons tought by IIIF

Interoperability: connected without having the data provider knowing that you 
are connected

offers great possibilities but it comes with big responsibilities for infrastructure
regarding persistence and availability

Easy2use standard: one (manifest-)link is enough

No breaking new standards but it started with building bridges

IIIF does not only focus on standard, but on what you see:
applications are the best form of validation

Opening up our data in a similar way through better interfaces: making our 
metadata easier accessible for building new collections

So we can contribute to an ecosystem built around interoperability and 
openness that connects our collections (images, metadata, fulltext, …) 
with the ease of how IIIF implemented it for images
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Thank you
for your attention

Martin Reisacher
OpenScience / IT / HiSa
martin.reisacher@unibas.ch

Index typographorum basiliensium
https://ub-itb.ub.unibas.ch

mailto:martin.reisacher@unibas.ch
https://ub-itb.ub.unibas.ch/
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