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Session One: Discussion

G. THOMAS TANSELLE

here have been many discussions lately of

the nature of research libraries in an age
of electronic texts, and their focus is almost
exclusively on the role of libraries to facilitate
the exchange of what they call “information.”
There is almost never any attention paid to the
artifacts that provide the physical means for
the transmission of “information” — particu-
larly printed books, the category of artifact
that over the last five centuries has been the
principal cause of the increase in the size of li-
braries. Indeed, these discussions frequently
imply that book stacks, great and small, can
gradually be abandoned, as the texts in books
are incorporated into machine-readable data-
bases." Those who hold this view naturally see
book-centered librarianship as outmoded and
special collections libraries as an insignificant
element in the structure of information re-
trieval. If, however, one understands the uses
of artifacts, one will value more highly the
function of those librarians who concern
themselves with books as physical objects.
Furthermore, it is not reactionary in the least
to hold, as I do, that the role of special collec-
tions libraries ought to become more impor-
tant than ever in the electronic future.

The argument is simple and begins with the
reasons for the significance of artifacts—or,
stated another way, the reasons that form and
content are not independent of one another.
All artifacts—not just books— can be studied
as physical objects for two major classes of his-
torical information that can influence the in-
terpretation of any visual or verbal symbols
present on them. One class relates to their
production history, to the techniques of their
manufacture; the other focuses on their post-
production history, on the implications of
their physical appearance, once it was created.
Those pursuing the first examine objects for
clues that reveal details about how the objects

were made. In the case of books, this pursuit
is called analytical bibliography, and it can
provide information about typesetting,
proofreading, and presswork—information
that is essential not only to printing and pub-
lishing history but also to textual history and
criticism (the genealogy of texts and the
evaluation of their correctness, according to
whatever standard of correctness is chosen).
The latter half of the twentieth century has
been an age of scholarly editing in many
fields; and editors have increasingly recog-
nized that one of the foundations of their
work is analytical bibliography, which in turn
requires an understanding that printed books
are like manuscripts in offering primary evi-
dence for textual study and in regularly pre-
senting variant texts (since even copies from
a single edition can be expected to contain
variations).

The other major approach to artifacts con-
centrates on the sensuous— primarily vi-
sual— characteristics of objects. Every object
(whether or not it was intended by its pro-
ducers to have a utilitarian function) can be
looked at for whatever aesthetic value it can
be said to possess. The historically oriented
form of this investigation not only attempts to
show how the visual and tactile features of
artifacts reflected cultural trends but also tries
to understand the effects those features pro-
duced on the persons who encountered the
objects over the years. In connection with
books, this kind of study examines how ele-
ments of design such as typography, layout,
leaf size, and binding were an index to con-
temporary tastes and judgments and how they
affected the responses of readers to the texts
thus presented.” Such research is clearly rel-
evant to the history of reading and of the
spread of ideas—that is, to the broad field
often called histoire du livre, the history of the
impact of printed books on society, which has
attracted a great deal of attention in the last
several decades.
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Of the two approaches to books as arti~
facts, the first deals with hidden evidence,
with details not normally noticed by readers;
and the second treats of features that readers
were meant to notice and that do in fact af-
fect, to one degree or another, readers’ inter-
pretations of what they have read. The first
produces evidence for reconstructing the
texts that authors (or others) intended; the
second looks at the texts that actually ap-
peared and their physical settings. (A discrep-
ancy between intended and published
texts—that is, between works and docu-
ments—is always to be expected, since the
medium of verbal communication, language,
is intangible and any tangible representation
of it may distort what was intended.) The
two approaches are thus complementary.
Both illustrate the ways in which the reading
of physical evidence is involved in the inter-
pretation of texts; they show why the histori-
cal study of printed texts rests on the
examination of the original printings.

Once one accepts these reasons for the im-
portance of artifacts, and specifically book ar-
tifacts, one can immediately see the
implications for research libraries. The books
in existing book stacks can never be aban-
doned because they will remain crucial as the
original sources for future study of works
transmitted in printed form. There can be no
books in which the format and other physical
features are unrelated to the process of read-
ing and understanding the texts in them. But
a recognition of this point does not stand in
the way of an enthusiastic acceptance of the
developing technology for the electronic dis-
semination of texts. After all, even those
scholars who have understood that microfilm
and xerographic copies do not fully substitute
for originals have gladly used them as conve-
nient interim tools. The availability of printed
texts in electronic form is an advance greater
in degree but not different in kind: it accom-
plishes in a far more sophisticated way the
same function that xerography has fulfilled,
making texts widely accessible at the price of
removing them from their original physical
contexts. All scholars should welcome the day
when they can sit in their studies and call up
on their terminals an enormous array of texts
without the cumbersome process of interli-
brary loan or the ordering of xerographic
copies. But they should also understand what
evidence they are thereby missing and why
recourse to the originals can never be ren-
dered irrelevant, however inconvenient it

may happen to be. Many discussions of the
future of libraries speak of “access” replacing
“ownership”’;* but when it is understood that
access to physical evidence is an essential kind
of access and that printed books must there-
fore be preserved in as many copies as pos-
sible,’ the questions of ownership and care
remain significant.

The function of libraries as centers for the
exchange of information—a function con-
ceived long before the advent of comput-
ers—will undoubtedly loom larger in the
future. What should logically happen at the
same time is that the domain of every so-
called “special collections” department
should be enlarged to encompass the entire
book stack of the library in which it exists.
(The resulting department would be simply a
“Department of Printed Books” —or, more
appropriately, a “Department of Original
Materials,” for it would properly care for
originals of all kinds, including computer
discs and other forms yet to come.)® This de-
velopment would in fact clarify the concep-
tual framework on which librarianship rests.
In the past, books— physical objects—were
treated difterently in two parts of a library: a
book in the general stacks was subject to be-
ing rebound or even replaced (since its physi-
cal form was not deemed important); but if it
got transferred to the special-collections de-
partment before such events occurred, it
would be carefully preserved in its original
form. No satisfactory rationale has ever ex-
plained why books were treated sometimes as
artifacts deserving of preservation and some-
times as expendable vehicles for the transmis-
sion of texts. The incoherence would vanish,
however, if all books were placed in the
charge of those who are experienced in the
care of artifacts. The dissemination (whether
by electronic or other means) of “informa-
tion” —of texts abstracted from their original
appearances— would then be recognized as a
distinct activity, one that has no bearing on
the rationale for the preservation of artifacts.

In 1847 Augustus De Morgan said, “The
most worthless book of a bygone day is a
record worthy of preservation.”” The future
study of the intellectual history of the past five
centuries depends on our incorporating this
point into our plans for the electronic age.

Notes

One example is Robert Zich’s “Idols in the Library,”
in Research Collections in the Information Age, ed. John Y.
Cole (Washington: Library of Congress, 1990), pp. 10—
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14, where the Library of Congress of the future is envi-
sioned as “emptied of most routine books and maga-~
zines and other routine paper” (the “idols” of the title
are the physical books, falsely worshiped).

Like all physical objects, books have attributes other
than the visual ones; but the smell and feel of books are
unquestionably less significant—although they cannot
be dismissed, for they undoubtedly have sometimes
played a role in readers’ responses.

I have elsewhere dealt in more detail with the implica-
tions of the intangibility of language as a medium, and
therefore with the distinction between works and
documents and with the indispensability of physical evi-
dence to reading: see, for example, A Rationale of Tex-
tual Criticism (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press,
1989). The application to library policy is particularly
evident in “Reproductions and Scholarship,” Studies in
Bibliography 42 (1989): 25—54; Libraries, Museums, and
Reading (New York: Book Arts Press, Columbia Uni-
versity School of Library Service, 1991), which also ap-
pears (without the footnotes) in Raritan 12.1 (Summer
1992): 63—82; and “Books, Canons, and the Nature of
Dispute,” Common Knowledge 1.1 (Spring 1992): 78-91.
See, for a recent example, the essays gathered in Scholars
and Research Libraries in the 215t Century (New York:
American Council of Learned Societies, 1990). In one
of them, Billy E. Frye asserts, “Our primary goal for the
library must shift from maximum ownership of material
to maximum access to materials” (p. 9)—as if the im~
plicit shift in meaning of the word “material,” from
physical object to reproduced text, is unimportant. The
same problem recurs in other essays, which seem to re-
gard the use of originals as an old-fashioned habit rather
than a scholarly necessity: D. Kaye Gapen states that “in
today’s library ‘access’ is becoming as important as
‘ownership’” (p. 17); Patricia Battin urges the “transfor-
mation” of “our 19th and 20th century means of pro-
viding access to our society’s accumulated knowledge”
(p. 23), since we can now “repackage” works “in a va-
riety of convenient formats” (p. 22); and Richard A.
Lanham says that librarians “must consciously construct
human attention—structures rather than assemble a col-
lection of books” (p. 42).

As a practical matter, one cannot realistically expect that
all copies of all books will be saved, either by individu-
als or by institutions; but it is important to understand
that theoretically all of them ought indeed to be pre-
served—both because copies may vary from one to an-
other and because, if physical details are a part of
reading, access to those details should be as widespread
as possible.

The precise definition of “original” would of course
need to be refined, since every physical object can be
regarded as “original” simply because it exists as an arti-
fact. A xerographic copy of a printed book, for ex-
ample, is a new document with its own characteristics,
and it has a life of its own as people read it and interpret
its physical features. Thus one of the issues that would
have to be dealt with in any formal definition of “origi-
nal” is the status of copies made by individuals for their
own use. But so long as the inextricability of physical
evidence and “information” is kept in mind, the pro-
cess of working out the practical distinctions required
by such a definition would have a very different
grounding from most previous efforts to establish pres-
ervation policies.

De Morgan, best known by bibliographers for his 1852
essay “On the Difficulty of Correct Description of

Books,” is discussed (and this comment cited) by A. N.
L. Munby in The History and Bibliography of Science in
England: The First Phase, 1833—1845 (Berkeley: School of
Librarianship; Los Angeles: Graduate School of Library
Service, University of California, 1968), pp. 9—13.

ALEXANDRA MASON

mong the “vectors of change” discussed

by this afternoon’s speakers are the in-
creasingly obvious lack of scholarly prepara-
tion on the part of readers and researchers, the
new cross-disciplinary fields of study, and the
computer, particularly its ability to reduce the
book to disembodied text floating in
cyberspace. If the rare book library is defined
solely as the home of research done on the
spot by traditionally prepared scholars work-
ing on traditional subjects, these are danger-
ous indeed. If we step aside from this view
and watch these vectors at work, however,
we can see that most of them can give us new
visibility and even new life.

Coming from a state university with open
admissions—anybody can come but only
those who prove themselves can stay—1I am
used to working with student readers who
have little scholarly preparation. This means
that the rare book librarian has to be far more
of a teacher than I thought when I entered
the field. To be able to catch the interest of a
student, to train him in the importance of
evidence, to teach her that accurate observa-
tion is all-important, to show them that not
only the words they read but the physical
form in which those words appear affects the
meaning of the text, is a great opportunity
and a pleasure. (It is less of an opportunity and
more of a diplomatic chore to have to do
somewhat the same thing for the occasional
member of the faculty.) That it is necessary is
not good; that rare book librarians—bibliog-
raphers, paleographers, historians of the
book—are particularly suited to this task and
have all the tools to do the job is great good
fortune since, as things seem to be going,
more of us are going to have this opportunity.

The new cross-disciplinary fields of study
provide us with a remarkable opportunity as
well as a challenge. They transform familiar
texts, giving them functions they never had
before. (Canon law, for example, is no longer
the province of canon lawyers and ecclesias-
tical historians alone, but a prime source for



Session One: Discussion

gender studies and the history of family rela-
tionships.) To see new sources in the old ones
we’ve had for years requires both librarians
and scholars to step outside the old positions,
walk around the books and manuscripts and
look at them from a different direction. It also
requires provision of better clues to the con-
tent of texts than our present cataloging
methods offer. To see valuable information in
genres that have only recently become “re-
spectable” —or have not yet done so—re-
quires even more attention to taking new
points of view. We have done this before.
English literature itself, that mainstay of the
classic American rare book collection, has
been a “respectable” field of study for only a
little while —1less than a hundred years. We
survived, indeed we thrived upon the intro-
duction of that previously scorned body of
literature into our collections. Surely we can
repeat the performance for other new fields.
One of our speakers predicted a widening
gap between one set of librarians who deal
with the content of books and another set
who deal with the physical form in which the
content is packaged. The new scholarly
needs, both in the subjects treated and in the
way they are treated, make it necessary for us
to know even more about our books and
manuscripts and to work out ways to serve
the new readers and researchers. Far from
becoming more divided, we will need to be-
come more closely integrated. We can’t be
good catalogers—an old-fashioned term—
without being good public-service people.
We have to be scholars to know how schol-
arship is tending before we can aid and sup-
port it. And we have to know how the aid
and support works—understand cataloging
and computer indexing—before we can ap-
ply it to assisting and doing scholarship. Inte-
gration, not separation, is what I see coming.
But what of the great computer threat to
books and libraries? Much of it is our fevered
imagination, like the great microfilm
threat— thought of by some as a promise—
of half a century ago, which predicted that
libraries would vanish and the acquisition of
real books cease, replaced by home collec-
tions of hundreds of microfilms. As it hap-
pened, the greatest expansion of libraries and
the greatest growth of rare book collections
in the history of this country coincided with
the predicted withering-away period. Times
are different now, funds and space and tradi-
tional rare books are all in short supply, com-
puters are cheap and easy to use at home, and

the “virtual book” is almost certain to have a
far greater immediate impact on library ser-
vices than did microfilm. I doubt it will re-
place the need for rare books.

Computer simulations of books pose the
same kind of danger as does microfilm for bib-
liographically innocent and unwary research-
ers. Microfilm series rarely reproduce more
than one specific copy of a book and make it
easy to fail to realize that another “copy” may
have quite different readings. Economic con-
siderations will almost certainly dictate that
the same “selectivity” will apply to the repro-
duction of books in machine-readable form;
the text will come from one copy from an
edition—or perhaps even only one edition.
Those who are now satisfied with only one
edition of a printed text will be satisfied with
one electronic version; the rest of us won’t.

Graphic representations of manuscripts
made by scanning are likely to suffer from the
same difficulty as microfilms or other photo-
reproductions in distinguishing between dif-
ferent inks, merging texts written at quite
different times by quite different scribes, but
we are accustomed to dealing with this prob-
lem. Paleographers soon learn that only the
most preliminary work can be done from fac-
similes.

Text converted by optical character recog-
nition or manual keyboarding of texts into
machine-readable form should provide de-
cades of employment for editors and rare book
librarians. However delightful it is to contem-
plate having a “virtual book,” fully machine-
searchable (providing that new amplitude of
clues to content that we need for the new
fields), fully analyzable, conveniently appear-
Ing on one’s own computer screen, we must
recognize that in the present or easily predict-
able state of the art what appears on the screen
is little more than an old-fashioned transcrip-
tion, with all the inaccuracies and tacit pre-
editing inherent in that medieval method of
text transmission and few of the medieval
clues for determination of stemmata. (I fore-
see a new school of intuitive paleography aris-
ing, to be succeeded by eventual recognition
of an urgent need to return to the originals for
solution of even more cruxes.)

As an editing tool, the computer is match-
less, saving us from introducing new error as
we correct old, making it possible to correct a
bad edition at a price we can afford. As a find-
ing device it is close to heavenly, providing
anybody with a modem and access to the
Internet with hundreds of catalogs (albeit most

41



42

View of the audience in Longfellow
Hall during the first day of the
symposium. In the front row, from
left to right: Rodney Dennis,
Elizabeth Falsey, Peter Accardo,
Richard Wendoif, Simon Schama,
David McKitterick, and John Pull.
In the center of the second row: Roger
Stoddard and Brook Manville.

HARVARD LIBRARY

of them seriously incomplete) all over the
world. Its free-text searching 1s an invaluable
supplement to systematic indexes. (It is also a
lot of fun and a good friend, which no one has
ever said of microfilm.) Its digital transforma-
tions can only substitute for but not replace
originals. The limited number of editions or
other versions of text that it will be economi-
cally feasible to produce cannot serve all schol-
arly purposes. Nor can they replace the
physical form, important not only for bibliog-
raphy but for economic and social history as

BULLETIN

well. What a Luther sermon or Napoleon’s
survey of Egypt or a three-decker or a pulp
magazine really meant to its readers cannot be
perceived or understood from mere text.

Although I too fear John Aubrey’s crepu-
sculum, as a good science fiction reader and a
quondam classicist I believe that it won’t ob-
scure everything, although it will change the
color and the angle of the light that penetrates
the cave where we sit before the shadows, no
longer projected on the cave wall but on our
computer screens.



