ISSUES & EVENTS

Archivists seek photos of today’s physical scientists

i

The goal of a new
crowdsourcing effort is to
build a more contemporary
and inclusive visual record
of the physical sciences
community.

he Emilio Segre Visual Archives
T(ESVA) at the American Institute of

Physics (AIP) hosts some 30 000 dig-
ital and physical images that showcase
the personal and professional lives of
physical scientists spanning nearly two
centuries. For the first time, the reposi-
tory is inviting scientists to submit their
photos of everyday life to be added to
AIP’s permanent collection. (AIP pub-
lishes Prysics Topay.)

“The more faces, places, and commu-
nities we have represented in our ar-
chives, the richer they become as author-
itative research resources,” says Trevor
Owens , AIP’s chief research officer.

In the past, the ESVA has largely re-
lied on individual bulk donations, but
that approach has led to a lag between
its current holdings and the scientific
work happening today. By accepting
digital photos from across the commu-
nity on a rolling basis, the ESVA seeks to
build a more contemporary and inclu-
sive record of the physical sciences com-
munity. “We can’t wait for photos to pile
up in someone’s attic or scrapbooks like
we could in the analog era,” Owens says.
“If we don’t get your digital photos now,
it may not be possible to get them de-
cades from now.”

The ESVA is the most widely used
resource in AIP’s Niels Bohr Library &
Archives. Its photos, going back to the
1830s, are a mix of formal and candid
shots of scientists at work, at home, and
on their travels. They document, for ex-
ample, professional triumphs, intimate
moments with family, and long hours at
the laboratory. Together, the photos
show science as a human endeavor, one
molded from many moments, stories,
and communities.

The ESVA invites scientists at all ca-
reer stages to share photos, including
those taken on a smartphone, by using
a one-page digital form. A submitted
photo could be taken, for example, at a
research meeting, classroom lecture, or
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ASSORTED PHOTOS from the Emilio Segré Visual Archives. Archivists at the American

Institute of Physics’image repository are crowdsourcing photos to capture what it’s
like to be a scientist today. (Photos, clockwise from top left, courtesy of the AIP Emilio
Segré Visual Archives: Yukawa Collection; American Association of Physics Teachers;
Ronald E. Mickens Collection; Duke University physics department; gift of Dr Sandra
Faber/University of California, Santa Cruz; gift of Dr Ronald Mallett; American Association
of Physics Teachers; gift of Dr Meg Urry; gift of Dr Wilhelm Tappe/Kohn Photo Collection.)

conference presentation; at a dinner or
on a group hike; or of a hobby or on a
vacation with family. The form allows
users to select how AIP and others can
use their photos, such as requiring ex-
press permission or allowing use with-
out restriction.

Historians, museum curators, book
authors, scientists, and others use ESVA
resources for their work. In a 2024 book,

the repository’s photos helped tell the
story of four women physicists who es-
caped from Nazi Germany; other images
appeared in the William Shatner televi-
sion documentary series, The UnXplained.
Since 2018, ESVA archivists have re-
ceived some 2000 reference questions
and usage requests, many of which have
resulted in the images’ publication.
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