


People who think that
archives are other-worldly
and dark places full of
dusty old files and books
will be pleasantly surprised
and persuaded to the con-
trary by a visit to Brühl’s
‘Personenstandsarchiv’ -
an archive specialising in
clerical, civil and adminis-
trative registers recording
the marital status of citi-
zens. They will find a
bright and welcoming
reading room in one wing
of a stately home that has been granted
UNESCO world cultural heritage status.
First-time archive visitors will probably be
amazed to see just how much technology
is actually available to users in the reading
room. 24 of the total of 30 workstations
have a modern PC, and the six others have
microfiche readers. It soon becomes clear
that archive caught up with the digital age
quite some time ago, and that it offers visi-
tors access to a vast quantity of historical
documents on microfilm, microfiche and
now, increasingly, in digital format. The
Brühl archive and many other archives
only remove original documents from the
archive under very special circumstances
in order to ensure that they get the best
possible protection.
Dr. Christian Reinicke, the Archive Direc-
tor, and Deputy Director Dr. Gisela Fleck-
enstein explained the most recent techno-
logical modernisations at the archive. „We
introduced a kind of digi-
tal reading room at the
North Rhine-Westphalian
State Archive this May. It
provides all archive visi-
tors with computer work-
stations that enable them
to access an online digital
image archive where all

digitised documents created by all
State Archive departments are stored.
The viewing concept – a convenient
viewer that also incorporates page flip
and negative view converter functions
– was developed in collaboration with
the State Archive’s Technical Centre.“
Many users have already given some
very positive feedback about it. 
That’s quite an achievement, because
the Brühl archive’s users are a critical
clientele. The majority of the docu-
ments in the archive relate to marital
status, so most of the visitors are fam-

ily researchers. Genealogists have been
using computer programs and databases
for research and administration purposes
for a long time already. The internet’s
many commercial and non-commercial re-
search facilities and mailing lists are their
everyday communication and information
tools. 

Digitisation strategies for
vulnerable historical documents
- a visit to a modern archive with digital reading room -
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View of the stately home’s wing housing the archive’s reading room.

Computer and microfiche
workstations in the reading
room.

Personenstandsarchiv Brühl’s visitor figures

Year Number of visitors Archive units used
2005 3,354 87,926
2006 3,397 87,398
2007 1,613 40,453 

(at 30.06.2007) (at 30.06.2007)



As a result, family researchers are users
who don’t think twice about using digital
data and who demand high standards of
image and user interface quality, as well as
fast access to data.
Where does the digital data come from?
Most of it consists of important docu-
ments from the Personenstandsarchiv in
Brühl, such  as a collection of church
records consisting of 6,493 archive units
dating back to the period 1571 to 1874.
This is the only collection of church
records of its kind in Germany, and the
high visitor frequencies that it generates
have prompted the local newspapers to
dub the Brühl archive a „Genealogists’
Mecca“. 
The often severely damaged and meticu-
lously restored church records haven’t
been physically used on a daily basis since
1999/2000 to ensure that their condition
doesn’t deteriorate further. Until the
1990s, the main storage media were micro-
film and microfiche. Even today, these
media are the first choice for the long-term
protection of the original documents.
However, digital images are now used on
an everyday basis because they are easier
to handle and often much easier to read
than the films. The Brühl archive intro-
duced document digitisation at the end of
the 1990s, initially as a conservation pro-
ject with the objective of making colour
scans of 4,196 of the oldest church regis-
ters in the archive and giving visitors ac-
cess to them by modern means.
In 2006, the archive introduced a Book-
eye®3 A2 book scanner with book cradle
and glass plate to scan its documents. The
original scanning specifications proved to
be very effective, so they have remained
the same throughout the project. Individ-
ual pages are scanned in colour with a res-
olution of 300dpi, increasing to a resolu-
tion of 600dpi in some cases. The target
data format is jpg. The quality achieved is
so impressive that even pernickety readers
have absolutely no criticisms. This could
be because the scans are performed by pro-
fessionals who are sticklers for quality.
Gisela Klein and Rainer Soettke - the peo-
ple who are carrying out the scanning
work - are trained photographers who used
to work in the archive’s photographic
workshop. The photographic workshop is
now a digital scanning workshop. 
The old church records are often in a very
dilapidated state. Time, improper storage
and frequent use left their mark long be-
fore they arrived at the archive, where
preservation measures could be taken. 
Ink corrosion, faded writing, torn and
dirty pages and broken spines are the most
frequent types of damage. This means
careful and fast work so that the books can
be returned to their air-conditioned stor-
age rooms as quickly as possible. The scan-

ning staff are now capable of scanning 600
church records, including the pagination,
quality and completeness checks, every
day. 
The scanning process is controlled by 
BCS-2® software, which is also used for
scanning job management and image re-
working. A great deal of programming
work went into meeting page manage-
ment requirements. For example, it is nec-
essary to ensure that the names of the jpg
files which are created correspond to the
page they were scanned from. 
This isn’t really difficult, though some of
the church records are unusual because
they have writing on the cover, glued-in
pages of decrees, subsequently glued-in
corrections etc. These have to be indexed
by creating different hierarchical levels in

the numbering system. The
software delivers functions
such as page segmentation
and masking, plus the stan-
dard functions of adding ex-
planatory footers or headers
to images in a post-editing
step, or the simple genera-
tion of pdf and html views.
The ergonomic aspects are
improved by a scan pad for
keyboard programming of
the most frequently used
functions.
ImageWare experts gave sev-
eral training sessions to
Gisela Klein and Rainer
Soettke so that the switch-
over from the previous scan-
ner to Bookeye®3 could go
off without a hitch. Both
sides profited from this in-

tensive know-how transfer and from the
incorporation of customer-specific require-
ments in the software. The software is now
even more efficient and it has speeded up
and simplified the two scanning experts’
work.
The archive staff are very satisfied with
this still relatively new piece of equipment,
and they weren’t sad to see their old scan-
ner go. „The scanning process is faster, the
quality is excellent and several new soft-
ware features simplify post-scan editing,“
summarised Gisela Klein and Rainer Soett-
ke.
Almost precisely 50% of the records have
now been digitised (at the end of June
2007) and approx. 350,000 digital pages of
church records can now be viewed by the
archive’s visitors. Yet the Brühl archive did-
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Some of the archived documents: church registers dating back to
the 17th - 19th centuries (LAV NRW PSA Brühl BA 89 Bachem,
BA 101 Baerl, BA 137 Beeck)

Gisela Klein at the Bookeye Workstation Photos: Gisela Fleckenstein



n’t stop at providing digital data for read-
ing room users and setting up a long-term
server storage concept  obviously with a
back-up copy on a second server. 
Since the end of 2003, it has been offering
the church records for sale on CD or DVD
via a publishing firm that it has founded.
BCS2 is used to provide the digitised con-
tent with an html user interface. The
buyer can view the images in jpg or pdf
format. The publications contain invento-
ries and content summaries of the church

records as an additional information
source and indexing aid. 
This idea has also been very popular with
customers, who are amazed by the quality
of the digitised content; particularly the
experienced researchers, who are delighted
that they don’t have to depend on micro-
film records for their research any more.
Most genealogists work in their own
homes, where they don’t have access to
microfiche readers, and black and white
print-outs of microfiches are often of very
poor quality, making it difficult for the
user to decipher old handwriting. In con-
trast, the better legibility of a high quality
digital colour image provides the reader
with brand new insights and helps to fill
gaps in their research. The use of digital
images also simplifies the indexing of
church record content.
The Brühl edition publication series now
includes 136 publications, and new publi-
cations are being added every month. The
people who buy these CDs have often vis-
ited the archive and are familiar with it,
but don’t live close enough or have the
time to visit it more often. That’s why the
opportunity to purchase a research aid
that enables them to work independently
outside the archive is much appreciated.

The church record digitisation project with
Bookeye®3 is scheduled to continue until
2012. This project’s continuity and contin-
ually increasing volume and quality of
work results has made it a German State
Archive flagship project. 
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INFO

The Personenstandsarchiv Brühl is
located between Cologne and Bonn.
In January 2004, it opened a depart-
ment of the North Rhine-Westphalian
State Archive, which was founded at
that time. Its functional responsibility
extends to the administrative districts
of Düsseldorf and Cologne. There are
two central administrative depart-
ments in Düsseldorf and a technical
centre in Coerde, as well as further
archives in Detmold, Düsseldorf and
Münster.

ImageWare Components GmbH
Am Hofgarten 20
53113 Bonn
info@imageware.de
www.imageware.de

North Rhine-Westphalian State Archive
Personenstandsarchiv Brühl
Schlossstrasse 10-12
50321 Brühl
psa@lav.nrw.de
www.archive.nrw.de
Please visit the website at
www.ptverlag.de for further information
about the CD/DVD publications.

Author: Astrid Grossgarten, e-mail:
grossgarten@ptverlag.de

Contact details:
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