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1 NOMINATION FORM 

2 INTERNATIONAL MEMORY OF THE WORLD REGISTER 

 

1.0 Checklist 

Nominees may find the following checklist useful before sending the nomination form to 
the International Memory of the World Secretariat. The information provided in italics on 
the form is there for guidance only and should be deleted once the sections have been 
completed. 

 

 
Summary completed (section 1) 

 
Nomination and contact details completed (section 2) 

 
Declaration of Authority signed and dated (section 2) 

 
If this is a joint nomination, section 2 appropriately modified, and all Declarations of 
Authority obtained  

 
Documentary heritage identified (sections 3.1 – 3.3) 

 
History/provenance completed (section 3.4) 

 
Bibliography completed (section 3.5) 

 
Names, qualifications and contact details of up to three independent people or 
organizations recorded (section 3.6) 

 
Details of owner completed (section 4.1) 

 
Details of custodian – if different from owner – completed (section 4.2) 

 
Details of legal status completed (section 4.3) 

 
Details of accessibility completed (section 4.4) 

 
Details of copyright status completed (section 4.5) 

 
Evidence presented to support fulfilment of the criteria? (section 5) 

 
Additional information provided (section 6) 

 
Details of consultation with stakeholders completed (section 7) 

 
Assessment of risk completed (section 8) 

 
Summary of Preservation and Access Management Plan completed. If there is no 
formal Plan attach details about current and/or planned access, storage and custody 
arrangements (section 9) 

 
Any other information provided – if applicable (section 10) 

 
Suitable reproduction quality photographs identified to illustrate the documentary 
heritage. (300dpi, jpg format, full-colour preferred).  

 
Copyright permissions forms signed and attached. Agreement to propose item(s) for 
inclusion on the World Digital Library if inscribed 
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Nomination form 

International Memory of the World Register 
 

The Gertrude Bell Archive 
ID Code [2016- 22] 

 

1.0 Summary (max 200 words) 

 
Give a brief description of the documentary heritage being nominated and the reasons for 
proposing it. 

 

This is the “shop window” of your nomination and is best written last! It should contain all the 
essential points you want to make, so that anyone reading it can understand your case even if 
they do not read the rest of your nomination. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

This substantial archive contributes to a memory of the world by contributing a unique 
perspective dating from the late 19th and early 20th century.  

 

The archive preserves numerous examples of people and places across the world now 
dramatically changed: many deliberately destroyed by population transfer, ethnic cleansing 
and wars.  

 

Diaspora communities now spread across the world take an active interest in these memories, 
and the significance of the Middle East for current affairs in the modern world make this 
archive of world-wide significance and interest. 1.5 million visitors consulted this archive in the 
last 5 years; 87% of whom are international. 

 

Bell was unique to have worked in the British administration of Iraq during the creation of that 
state, a legacy that continues to have an ongoing impact on the contemporary Middle East, 
Europe and worldwide.  

 

 “Perhaps of greatest long-term significance to the heritage of Iraq are the papers of Gertrude 
Bell, preserved at the University of Newcastle” 

 

Gertrude Bell’s personal perspective on the transitional period, from the countries in Europe 
and in the Ottoman Empire before World War I until 1926, provides unique, irreplaceable 
documentation of the formation of the Middle East and her instrumental role in that process.  

 

 

 
 
 

2.0 Nominator   

2.1 Name of nominator (person or organization) 

 

Newcastle University 
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2.2 Relationship to the nominated documentary heritage 

 

Owner and Curator 

 

2.3 Contact person(s) (to provide information on nomination) 

 

Dr Mark Jackson, Lecturer in Archaeology and Manager of the Gertrude Bell Photographic 
Archive;  

Ian Johnson, Head of Special Collections & Archives 

 

2.4 Contact details 

Name 

Dr Mark Jackson 

 

Address 

School of History, Classics and Archaeology, 
Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 7RU 

Telephone 

0191 208 5240 

Facsimile Email 

m.p.c.jackson@newcastle.ac.uk  

Name 

Ian Johnson 

 

Address 

Special Collections, Robinson Library, Newcastle 
University, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE2 4HQ 

Telephone 

0191 208  7671 

Facsimile 

 

Email 

Ian.johnson@ncl.ac.uk  

 

 

 3.0    Identity and description of the documentary heritage  

 3.1  Name and identification details of the items being nominated 

If inscribed, the exact title and institution(s) to appear on the certificate should be given 

In this part of the form you must describe the document or collection in sufficient detail to 
make clear precisely what you are nominating. Any collection must be finite (with beginning 
and end dates) and closed. 

 

The nominated collection is the Gertrude Bell Archive in its entirety; created by and 
relating to the activities of Gertrude Margaret Lowthian Bell (1868-1926). The 
substantive part of the collections consists of letters, diaries, and photographs, but it 
also contains reports, and other documented evidence, such as such as her Review 
of the Civil Administration of Mesopotamia (1920), notebooks, obituaries, lecture 
notes and miscellaneous reports, memoranda and cuttings. The overall date range is 
c. 1871 – 1926 and comprises 9,737 items over 47 linear metres.  

 

The letters range from 1874 – 1926, largely addressed to her father Sir Hugh Bell, 
and Stepmother Florence Bell, totalling 1,827 individual letters. They contain detailed 
accounts of Bell’s travels and interactions as an explorer, archaeologist, and political 
agent, on two trips around the World, throughout Europe and particularly in the Middle 
East. 

 

The 16 diaries cover 1877 to 1919 with some gaps, and again contain detailed 
accounts of Bell’s activities.  

  

mailto:m.p.c.jackson@newcastle.ac.uk
mailto:Ian.johnson@ncl.ac.uk
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The photographs fall into 2 categories. The first are a series of archaeological and 
travel photographs, consisting of 7251 photographs over 29 albums, taken between 
1899 – 1918. Some 900 relate to images from around the world taken in 1903 in 
India, Pakistan, Burma, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Korea, Japan and Canada, 
the rest include trips to Europe but relate particularly to time spent in the Middle East; 
they feature a comprehensive record of archaeological sites including the most 
important heritage and holy sites as well as photographs of people and landscapes. 
The Personalia photographs, consisting of 592 photographs over 21 albums, consist 
of photographs of and by Bell of a more personal nature, both at home and abroad 
and often featuring her circle of friends and family as well as important political events 
and people including for example: T.E. Lawrence (of Arabia), Winston Churchill and 
King Faisal I of Iraq.  

Finally, the miscellaneous section of the archive, now closed to further accruals, 
ranges from 1892 – 1991, and includes around 51 bundled items. These range from 
notebooks, memorandum, reports, and manuscripts by Bell, and also contemporary 
and retrospective newspaper cuttings, articles, copies of related correspondence, and 
lecture slides.  

 

 3.4 History/provenance 

Describe what you know of the history of the collection or document. Your knowledge may not 
be complete, but give the best description you can. 

 

In 1926, Gertrude Bell’s father Sir Hugh Bell contacted the Principal of Armstrong 
College (the precursor to Newcastle University) to inform him that Lady Florence 
Richmond, Bell’s half-sister, owned Gertrude’s books. Lady Richmond gifted them to 
Armstrong College’s newly opened library in October of the same year, along with 
Bell’s photograph albums. These were originally housed at the family home Rounton 
Grange.  

 

On 9th October 1962, Lady Richmond offered the rest of the archive, namely Bell’s 
letters and papers. These were received on 3rd December 1962.  

 

On 3rd February 1965, Lady Richmond gave authorisation to the Library to exercise 
all legal rights in the papers, including copyright.  

 

In December 1977, the Library handed the management of the photographic section 
of the archive over to the Department of Archaeology because of the expertise 
needed to interpret. 

 

 

4.0    Legal information  

4.1 Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details)  

Name 

Wayne Connolly 
(Director of Academic 
Services and University 
Librarian) 

Address 

Robinson Library, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE2 4HQ 
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Telephone 

0191 208 7587 

Facsimile Email 

wayne.connolly@newcastle.ac.uk  

 

 

 

 

4.2 Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details if different from the owner)  

Name 

Ian Johnson/Mark 
Jackson 

Address 

Robinson Library, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE2 4HQ / 
School of History Classics and Archaeology, Faculty of Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 7RU 

 

 

 

Telephone 

(+44 191) 208  7671 / 
(+44 191) 208 5240 

Facsimile 

- 

Email 

Ian.johnson@ncl.ac.uk / 
m.p.c.jackson@newcastle.ac.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3 Legal status 

Provide details of legal and administrative responsibility for the preservation of the documentary 
heritage 

 

Both the archive and the copyright held within material created by Gertrude Bell were 
gifted to the University in their entirety by 1965. The library holds the physical archive 
within a purpose built BS5454 compliant stores as recommended for the storage of 
archives. The library administer physical use of the archive as a whole, which is 
consulted in an invigilated Reading Room within the library to ensure proper use and 
handling.  

 

The Gertrude Bell website is a joint enterprise between the library and the School of 
History, Classics and Archaeology. This is administered by the School of History, 
Classics, and Archaeology, as is the re-use of the photographic section of the archive. 
Copying and re-use of all other sections of the archive is administered by the library. 

 

Where additional preservation or any other management decisions are needed for the 
archive as a whole, the School of History, Classics and Archaeology and the library 
liaise through a close working relationship to provide solutions.  

 

 

 

 

 

4.4 Accessibility 

Describe how the item(s) / collection may be accessed 

 

The majority of the Gertrude Bell Archive can be accessed digitally via a dedicated 
website at http://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/ . This includes digital copies of all photographs, 
transcriptions of all diaries, and transcriptions of all letters. These can be searched and 
browsed by users remotely.  

 

mailto:wayne.connolly@newcastle.ac.uk
mailto:Ian.johnson@ncl.ac.uk
mailto:m.p.c.jackson@newcastle.ac.uk
http://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/
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Physical access to the Gertrude Bell Archive is controlled by Newcastle University 
Library’s Special Collections team. Once a user has identified the items they wish to 
consult they must submit an electronic request form for each item they require, 
available from http://www.ncl.ac.uk/library/special-collections/using/requesting.php.  

 

External users are required to make these requests two working days before visiting to 
avoid disappointment and maximise their research time with us. Material is retrieved 
daily Monday to Friday, at 9.00am and 2:00pm. 

 

Users who have submitted requests electronically will be notified by e-mail that 
requested items are available for consultation. Items from the Gertrude Bell Archive 
can only be consulted in the Reading Room within the Robinson Library. 

 

All access restrictions should be explicitly stated below: 

 

There are no access restrictions on the Gertrude Bell Archive.  

 

Encouraging accessibility is a basic objective of MoW. Accordingly, digitization for access 
purposes is encouraged and you should comment on whether this has been done or is 
planned. You should also note if there are legal or cultural factors that restrict access.  

 

Most of the Gertrude Bell photographs have been digitised and the textual documents 
have mainly been transcribed, all of which are available via 
http://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/. Further digitisation (i.e. better quality digitisation of all 
photographs as mentioned in 8.0), is planned, and a successful nomination would 
assist in these endeavours.  

 

 

 

 

4.5 Copyright status 

Describe the copyright status of the item(s) / collection 

 

Where copyright status is known, it should be stated. However, the copyright status of a 
document or collection has no bearing on its significance and is not taken into account in 
determining whether it meets the criteria for inscription. 

. 

All material within the archive created by Gertrude Bell is owned by the University, 
which was gifted by Bell’s half-sister Lady Florence Richmond in 1965. Copying and 
granting permission to re-use are therefore administered by Newcastle University.  

 

In keeping with UK Copyright legislation, material created by third parties, excluding 
items where copyright has elapsed, is still held by these individuals and their heirs. 
Copying may be carried out for preservation purposes, or where permissions have 
been sought from the owners of associated intellectual property rights where this 
applies.  

 

 

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/library/special-collections/using/requesting.php
http://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/
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5.0 Assessment against the selection criteria 

 

5.1  Authenticity. 

 

Is the documentary heritage what it appears to be? Have identity and provenance been reliably 
established? 

 

The provenance of the collection was Bell’s direct family (her father and step-sister). 
Therefore, the authenticity of the archive is not in dispute.  

 

5.2  World significance 

 

Is the heritage unique and irreplaceable? Would its disappearance constitute and harmful 
impoverishment of the heritage of humanity? Has it created great impact over time and/or within a 
particular cultural area of the world? Has it had great influence (positive or negative) on the course of 
history?   

 

The Gertrude Bell Archive is both unique and irreplaceable. It documents the life of an 
extraordinary British (European) woman who had a profound impact on the modern 
world through her legacy in the Middle East especially in the formation of Iraq. In 
addition to the importance of the Middle Eastern aspects of the archive for the entire 
Arab and Muslim world and the western world (USA, Canada and Europe), the Round 
the World trips preserve memories of places the far including India, Pakistan, Burma, 
Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Korea, Japan.  

Its disappearance would constitute an impoverishment of the heritage of humanity 
because through her journeys and work in the Middle East especially the archive 
documents the wide range of people and places encountered by Bell in the late 19th 
and early 20th century many of which subsequently have been radically changed. The 
Archive therefore represents a priceless and unparalleled source of documentary 
heritage for a very important period of social change at the end of the Ottoman 
Empire and following its disintegration at the end of World War I in the creation of the 
modern Middle East.  

The Archive also documents Gertrude Bell’s own instrumental activities on the history 
of the Middle East and records her own almost daily reflections about that work over a 
period of more than 20 years. Without this memory of this extraordinary woman her 
role in this period which has substantial impact on the contemporary world would be 
largely lost. The archive therefore represents an internationally important memory of 
the contribution of a woman to the contemporary world.  

Gertrude Bell’s diaries and her private letters to her father and mother create a 
memory of her reflections and experiences documented in detail over several 
decades. The historical value of her letters and diaries lies particularly in the fact that 
Bell presents her candid thoughts about both her journeys and encounters with 
people in other countries, her own social life and official activities in ways that 
complements official correspondence and documentation (also available in the 
Gertrude Bell Archive).  

The encounters recorded by Bell in the Gertrude Bell Archive before World War I, 
reveal unique insights into the lives of people and places otherwise unrecorded; this 
early material, together with that running to the end of her life in 1926, represents 
archival evidence for the experiences which positioned Bell as a unique agent of 
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change, in the period during and after World War I; for this reason the archive 
preserves a memory of places before World War I and the contribution of this woman 
to the formation of the Middle East after the armistice. 

The Gertrude Bell Archive has created significant international recognition and impact 
since it is one of the primary archives available for the study of the Middle East region 
in the late 19th and early 20th century and includes also images taken on a trip 
around the world. For this reason it is invaluable for a variety of different cultural areas 
of the world.  

The Archive has had great impact by highlighting the role of Gertrude Bell as a 
woman of extraordinary achievement in the male-dominated societies both in Europe 
and the Middle East during the early 20th century as well as in her own involvement 
against women’s suffrage.   

The life and work of Bell, much of which is documented in the archive (including also 
her official publications for the British government, had significant influence on the 
course of history in the Middle East (e.g. Gertrude Bell was author of the British 
Government White Paper: Review of the Civil Administration of Mesopotamia, as well 
as The Arab of Mesopotamia).  

The archive as a primary source for the period has its own agency. Without this 
memory of the World we would not be able to write the history of the people and 
places recorded which are of world-wide significance. The archive therefore has had 
great influence on the writing of history and has had a major influence in the way the 
history of Iraq is written; as events in Europe, the Middle East and across the world 
continue to develop the archive continually takes on new and unexpected significance 
– who would have thought three years ago, for example, that some of the most 
important buildings at Palmyra in Syria would have been destroyed in 2015. The 
archive provides invaluable information on places and people at the end of the 
Ottoman empire and about the formation of the modern Middle East - a memory that 
continues to be of world-wide significance in the present. 

 

 

 

5.3 Comparative criteria:  

 

Does the heritage meet any of the following tests? (It must meet at least one of them.) 

 

1  Time 

Is the document evocative of its time (which may have been a time of crisis, or significant 
social or cultural change? Does it represent a new discovery? Or is it the “first of its kind”? 

 

The Gertrude Bell Archive is evocative of its time period (between the late 19th 
century and her death in 1926). It relates especially to Bell’s journeys both around the 
world and in Europe and the Ottoman Empire (Middle East) before World War I, her 
work during World War I when Bell worked with British Military Intelligence in Egypt 
and then Mesopotamia, and then subsequently after World War I. This was a time of 
major social and cultural change resulting from the war itself.  

 

The Gertrude Bell Archive documents important situations before the First World War 
including periods of crisis, social and cultural change or the situation before periods of 
crisis, social and cultural change: 
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The archive records substantial details and photographic images of the multi-cultural 
population of the Ottoman empire people, e.g. before dramatic changes in the 
population in the early 20th century. Images from 1900-1911 in Turkey for example 
were taken before the population exchange between Greece and Turkey [in 1920s] 
and therefore record important communities before that crisis.  

New laws about dress in Turkey (1920s) resulted in the changing of clothing worn by 
people in Turkey, so the archive includes images of various people groups displaying 
their identity through wearing traditional clothing before those laws outlawed such 
attire e.g.: Kurds, Persians, Arabs, Turks, Jews, Armenian Christians.  

The Gertrude Bell archive provides details about the World War I in the Middle East 
showing the high level of influence Bell had as early as 1916. The significance of 
these documents is important both for their own time and for the parallels with the 
present day in the Middle East,  

“….The real difficulty under which we labour here is that we don't know, and I suppose 
can't know till the end of the war, exactly what we intend to do in this country. You are 
continually confronted with that uncertainty. …. it's not the immediate war problems 
here I think of most - they're impermanent; it's the problem after the war, and I don't 
know what sort of hand we shall be able to take in solving them.” 15 July 1916 G.H.Q. 
Basra http://www.gerty.ncl.ac.uk/letter_details.php?letter_id=185  

 

Bell recorded the first images of many places at that time. Often these places have 
changed dramatically since that time – so she was able to capture them before 
change took place. Part of the aim of her archaeological work was to record the details 
of the medieval buildings wherever she went; therefore these images represent a 
precious record made at that time.  

Of particular note are:  

the first extensive photographic study of Binbirkilise (Thousand and One Churches, 
Turkey). 

Bell’s discovery of the archaeological site at Ukhaidir, Iraq and its first thorough 
photographic study leading to her publication of the site (1914). 

 

Gertrude Bell was instrumental in the British Administration during the transition of 
Mesopotamia from part of the Ottoman empire to the British Mandate and the 
subsequent establishment of the modern state of Iraq and its new king. The archive 
documents her work and includes her official review of that whole period prepared for 
the British government, contributions to Iraq’s new architecture and infrastructure, its 
libraries, the Baghdad Museum and its antiquities laws and serving as Honorary 
Director of Antiquities up until her death in 1926.  

 

The memories of this time preserved in the Gertrude Bell archive are of world-wide 
significance both because of the places she visited across the world and in particular 
because of period of the radical transformation of the Middle East in the early 20th 
century which has ongoing international significance for the entire world in the present.  

  

 

2  Place 

Does the document contain crucial information about a locality important in world history and 
culture? For example, was the location itself an important influence on the events or 
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phenomena represented by the document? Does it describe physical environments, cities or 
institutions that have since vanished? 

The archive includes substantial numbers of images from around the world (please 
see accompanying powerpoint of images Slide 2 e.g. images from India and China).  

Other UNESCO world heritage sites since the time she visited them e.g. Kinkaju-ji 
Temple in Kyoto (often known now as "Temple of the Golden Pavilion") (Photo 
RTW_vol_5_051) (Slide 3) 

 

Many images of buildings recorded by Bell have often been destroyed subsequently; 
Bell’s images of places therefore often have come to represent a priceless record and 
continue to have international significance and meaning for people today). This has 
been illustrated in the very recent destruction of buildings recorded by Bell in Iraq and 
Syria by ISIS – in particular some of the earliest photographic records of important 
UNESCO World Heritage sites recorded including, for example, 50 photographs taken 
at Palmyra in 1900 including: Temple of Baalshamin, the Temple of Bel and the Arch 
of Hadrian (photographed before restored in 1930s) – all destroyed recently by ISIS 
(2015), also the Islamic funerary monument  at Dur destroyed by ISIS in 2014  (slides 
1, 4, 5, 6). 

This destruction has highlighted the strong emotional significance these places have 
played for people across the world. Bell’s photographs represent some of the earliest 
surviving images of these and other buildings which means that they take on particular 
significance for people internationally. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/isis-

destruction-of-palmyra-syria-heart-been-ripped-out-of-the-city   

The archive also includes internationally important events which took place at 
particular places (such as five photographs taken in 1921 at the Cairo Conference 
which feature Gertrude Bell, T.E. Lawrence and Winston Churchill, among others) 
(Slides 82-84).  

Many examples could be cited. A few important case studies include:  

The desert palace at Mshatta, Jordan photographed by Bell in 1900 three years before 
it was sent as a gift from the Ottoman sultan to Berlin where it was reconstructed in 
1904 at the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum (today Bode-Museum) (Slide 7).  

Early views of the UNESCO World Heritage Site of the ancient city of Aleppo, Syria 
e.g. B_228-232; J_45-112 (slide 8) 

Minaret of Great Mosque Damascus, Syria, destroyed 2013 in Civil War (Slide 9) 

The site at Nimrud, Iraq blown up by ISIS  (Including photos: L_191-L205, letters and 
diaries April 1909), Slide 10).  

The Site at Samara, Iraq on UNESCO World Heritage List (Including over 100 
photos), Slide 11-12) 

40 photos of the Site at Ashur, Iraq photographed by Bell while under excavation by 
the German team in 1911. Now on World Heritage Sites in Danger 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1130 (Slide 13) 

79 photos of the site at Hatra, Iraq. Now a UNESCO World Heritage site World 
Heritage Site on list of sites in danger (Slide 14-15) 

Important medieval buildings destroyed earlier in 20th century or by recent Civil War in 
Syria and Iraq e.g. (Slide 16) 

55 photos of Babylon, Iraq 1909-1914 wrecked by military activity in recent war (Slide 
17) 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/isis-destruction-of-palmyra-syria-heart-been-ripped-out-of-the-city
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/isis-destruction-of-palmyra-syria-heart-been-ripped-out-of-the-city
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1130
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Bell’s work before World War I in Turkey, results in the records of many other 
important buildings often damaged or now destroyed, for example, she recorded in 
1909 the early 6th century Church of the Panaghia at Tomarza, Turkey which was 
destroyed in the 1920s some years after the 4000 Armenians living there had mostly 
been deported (Stephen Hill, ‘The Early Christian Church at Tomarza - A Study Based 
on Photographs Taken in 1909 by Gertrude Bell’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 29, 1975, 
pages 151-164.). (Slides 18-20) 

Gertrude Bell’s 84 photographs of Hasankeyf, Turkey and the Tigris taken in 1911 
represent an invaluable record of this site which is now threatened with destruction by 
a dam. (Slide 21) 

Sites under very early excavation or before subsequent excavation, for example 
A_377, and A_383 showing the theatre and forum of Jerash and theatre at Amman, 
Jordan before archaeological excavation. Early Images of Petra, Jordan and Ephesus 
Turkey  (Slides 22, 23, 24) 

Also a photographic record of the memory of places substantially changed over the last 
century e.g. Buildings and townscapes around the world, see for examples in Syria, Iraq, 
Turkey, (Slides 25-62) 

 

3  People  

 

Does the cultural context of the document’s creation reflect significant aspects of human 
behaviour, or of social, industrial, artistic or political development? Or does it capture the 
essence of great movements, transitions, advances or regression?  Does it illustrate the lives 
of prominent individuals in the above fields? 

 

The cultural context of the Gertrude Bell Archive’s creation captures the life of 
Gertrude Bell.  

The archive also captures the lives and cultural contexts of multiple ethnic and 
religious groups (e.g. Sunni Arab, Muslim Kurdish, Jewish, Armenian Christian, Yazidi 
Kurdish, and Assyrian people and tribes) living through the transition from the 
Ottoman empire of the late 19th century to the period just before the establishment of 
the modern Turkish, Syrian, Iraqi, Iran and Jordanian states (Slides 63-71),   

Bell was a prominent individual in the field of political development of the British and 
Arab administration of Mesopotamia. She was instrumental in drawing up the borders 
of the modern state of Iraq, the choice of its first King, his plebiscite and coronation, its 
antiquities legislation, and its first museum.  

Bell writes in her diaries and letters about the political and social situation in 
Mesopotamia (Iraq) between 1916 and 1926 and in detail about the views of different 
people both British and Iraqi. 

 

The archive illustrates the lives of prominent individuals and their activities in the 
creation of Iraq after the end of World War I including Gertrude Bell, alongside others 
such as Sir Percy Cox, T.E. Lawrence, and Winston Churchill in March 1921 at Cairo 
Conference where the British decided to appoint Faisal as King of the new state of 
Iraq as well as her dealings with US, European (including British) archaeologists as 
Honorary Director of Antiquities in Iraq. (Slides 78-85) 
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Above all the Gertrude Bell Archive illustrates the life of Gertrude Bell and her 
contemporaries. She was without doubt the most prominent female individual in the 
above field. 

 

4  Subject and theme 

 

Does the subject matter of the document represent particular historical or intellectual 
developments in the natural, social and human sciences? Or in politics, ideology, sport or the 
arts? 

The theme of travel encompasses much of the world in the late 19th and early 20th 
century as Gertrude made two round the world journeys, and several journeys to 
Europe as well as her substantial time spent in the Middle East.  

The subject matter of Gertrude Bell’s archaeological work (Photographs, letters, 
diaries, notes, books) in both Byzantine and Early Islamic architecture represents 
important intellectual developments in the social and human sciences which had 
significant political impact and legacy.  

There is a major emphasis on buildings and people. These structures and 
communities have often been destroyed, damaged, or fragmented during the 20th 
century. The people are now in diaspora communities across the world in Middle 
Eastern Countries, the USA, Canada, Europe and Australia which means there is 
world-wide interest in the places and people described and photographed in the 
archive.  

Bell’s ideas about the archaeology and history of Mesopotamia from her early life were 
used actively by her to inform and legitimize her decision making towards the end of 
her life about the future state of Iraq and the choice of its first king Faisal. (Slides 39, 
81 and 82) 

The Gertrude Bell Archive documents - in great detail - developments in British politics 
in Mesopotamia (Iraq) in the period between February 1916 and July 1926.  

The later subject matter documents historical and intellectual developments in politics 
relating to Bell’s work in Mesopotamia and the nature of the transition from the 
Ottoman Empire, through British Mandate to Iraq’s first monarchy.  

 

 

5   Form and style  

 

Does the document have outstanding aesthetic, stylistic or linguistic value? Or is it a typical 
exemplar of a type of presentation, custom or medium? Is it an example of a disappeared or 
disappearing carrier or format?  

 

The collection of nearly 8,000 photographs contains images of outstanding aesthetic 
value. They also include outstanding examples of the typological method, developed 
in the late 19th and early 20th century in archaeology, applied by Bell for the first time 
to architectural features at particular Byzantine and Early Islamic buildings. The 
photographs represent an important type of presentation illustrative of the approach 
taken at the time to document buildings and also people. This is possible to see when 
comparing the images published by Bell in both her travel narratives and her 
archaeological books alongside the collection as a whole. 
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The thousands of images are mounted mostly in Gertrude Bell’s own original 
photograph albums which she herself annotated.  

The original negatives of these photographs are stored at Newcastle University also. 
Many of the photographic negatives are made from nitrate film which is highly 
flammable (Slide 86); the considerable insurance and Health and Safety implications 
of such highly combustible media mean that the original negatives which carry the 
images made in the field by Bell are an example of a disappearing and fragile format.  

 

Bell’s published writings include travel narratives (The Desert and the Sown (1907) 
and Amurath to Amurath (1911)) and unpublished letters, diaries and photographs 
have considerable value as examples of late 19th and early 20th century travel writing 
by a British woman in the Middle East.  

Her private letters and diaries include elements of important stylistic value.  

Bell’s exceptional linguistic abilities especially in Arabic - thus her reflections written in 
English that are based on conversations in Arabic include an understanding rarely 
found in other Europeans of the time and therefore preserved in the archive as both 
printed matter, in Bell’s own handwriting in her notebooks and in her photographs.  

 

 

6 Social/ spiritual/ community significance: 

Application of this criterion must reflect living significance – does documentary heritage have 
an emotional hold on people who are alive today? Is it venerated as holy or for its mystical 
qualities, or reverenced for its association with significant people and events?  

(Once those who have revered the documentary heritage for its social/ spiritual/ community 
significance no longer do so, or are no longer living, it loses this specific significance and may 
eventually acquire historical significance.) 

 

The images have a living significance and an emotional hold on people who are alive 
today. Requests for images from members of the public and institutions include 
images of relatives featured in images and places with which people have a 
connection.  

The multi-ethnic and religious nature of the late Ottoman society in which Bell travelled 
means that many of the photographs of people and places and the verbal descriptions 
hold deep significance for minority and diaspora communities.  

Images of sacred shrines of persecuted people which are of interest to members of 
the groups and a world-wide population due to the persecution of these groups e.g. 
Yezidi people and shrines of Iraq (Slides 65-66) 

Images of people at places and with objects of religious significance which form a 
memory for diaspora communities across the world e.g. nun from Church of El Adra, 
Eastern Turkey with Gospel on stone book rest (Slide 69) 

The marsh Arabs since the draining of the marshes in southern Iraq (Slide 72) 

Photographs of places and people taken before the population exchange between 
Greece and Turkey in 1920s hold significance. For example, those from Sille, Turkey 
continue to hold significance for Greece's Sillean Union, founded early in 2011 by 
Greeks having family origins in the village of Sille (near Konya, Turkey). (Slide 73) 

Events that have taken place very recently including the bombing of the Yazidi people 
on Mt Sinjar and the buildings destroyed very recently by ISIS have highlighted the 
encounters and photographs recorded by Bell over a century ago. While the media are 



14 
 

not themselves venerated as holy objects, they nevertheless hold deep significance 
for different people in different very significant ways.   

 
 

6.0  Contextual information 

 

6.1  Rarity 

 

As a western woman, Gertrude Bell’s level of independence and influence was 
unparalleled amongst any such contemporaries. While documented insights into the 
connections and experiences of such people exist, Bell’s first hand insights, which led 
her to becoming such a pivotal agent for change, were unique and more extensive 
than any other woman at the time.  

 

As a sources for historical photographs of the Middle East (a summary of which exists 
at https://www.loc.gov/rr/print/resource/mepbibliographySAA.pdf ), the archive is one 
of only one of only twenty four major sources and the largest know collection taken by 
any one individual outside of any official capacity.  

 

6.2  Integrity  

 

The archive represents substantive documented and photographic evidence of 
Gertrude Bell’s life and career across multiple formats. It covers both her personal life 
and legacy as an explorer, archaeologist, and political agent comprehensively. It 
spans from 1871, with Bell as a child, to her death in 1926. It represents both official 
accounts through reports and archaeological photographs and a candid, unmediated 
account through letters and diaries.  
 

 

 

https://www.loc.gov/rr/print/resource/mepbibliographySAA.pdf

