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Rare Book and Manuscript Libraries
in the Twenty-First Century:
Technology As Change Agent

Susan Baerg Epstein

hen I was asked to speak at this symposium, I received a copy of The

Houghton Library Chronicle, 1942—1992. As I read Houghton’s Chronicle, I saw
a rich history of collections, of people, and of scholarship, but I also saw the early
emergence of technology and of ideas that are embodied in my own presentation
this afternoon.

In 1960, William A. Jackson, Houghton’s founding Librarian, was concerned
about the heavy use of modern collections of manuscripts, where the paper is of-
ten of the poorest quality and is inevitably doomed to decay. He stressed the need
for preservation funds. In 1964, while discussing Jackson’s death that year, the
Chronicle states that the guidelines laid out by him for the Houghton Library in-
clude “a tradition of flexibility to take advantage of emergent opportunities and to
meet the changing needs.” In 1978, a grant from the National Endowment for the
Humanities enabled the Houghton Library to microfilm its manuscript acquisitions
records and indexes covering acquisitions of the Library since it opened in 1942,
and giving dates of acquisition, sources, funds, and prices, as well as inventories of
manuscript collections. This was done so that Houghton would be fully reported
in the National Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections.

In 1980, grants from the Kress Foundation and the National Endowment for
the Humanities provided for the microfilming of manuscripts written before 1600
and for the color and black-and-white photography of 3,000 miniatures and im-
portant initials. This was done for the purpose of preservation because the manu-
scripts were being so heavily used that it was feared that they would deteriorate. In
1982, Houghton began electronic accessioning for printed books, and in 1983 elec-
tronic cataloging for printed books. In 1986, the Manuscript Survey and Guide
Project, directed by Lofton Wilson from the Houghton Library, created machine-
readable bibliographic records for five thousand manuscript collections in more
than fifty repositories at Harvard and Radcliffe. And in that year Chadwick-Healey
published the main manuscript catalog in eight volumes. In 1987, more electrical
outlets were 1nstalled in the Reading Room to facilitate the ever-increasing use of
laptop computers by researchers. And finally, by 1991, mention is made that a
computer was used to produce camera-ready copy for the printer of the third vol-
ume of the Short-Title Catalogue.
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Why have I gone through this list of events? Because I believe that what is being
discussed in this symposium is part of a much longer process: a continuum of
change. I believe that change is happening faster, and that we are being asked to
react to it faster, but I believe that today’s issues are, in substance, not significantly
different from those that emerged when our ancestors deplored the introduction
of the printed book. In order to enable us to continue to explore the integration of
technology within rare book and manuscript collections, I would like to examine
three basic topics. And obviously, in the very short time allowed, all that can be
done is to touch on them and to hope that this will stimulate further thinking.

This presentation attempts to answer three questions. First, what are collections
in today’s world? Second, what will technology do to help and/or hinder preser-
vation? And third, what is “access” in the context of new technologies, both ac-
cess to information about the materals, and then to the information and materials
themselves?

In Richard Wendorf’s discussion paper setting the stage for this symposium, he
cited an example of collecting at the Houghton Library. He mentioned the com-
mission of a calligrapher to create a new typeface. The typeface has been digitized
so that it can be used for multiple purposes. He says that “the creative process at
work here has left a fascinating and document-strewn trail.” But this is at the
Houghton Library, where they understand collecting and preservation and the
need to keep that fascinating document-strewn trail. What I am much more con-
cerned about is a larger issue: not specifically what we keep of the trail, but indeed
whether there will be a trail at all. What of the author who writes on a word pro-
cessor, changing text frequently throughout the creative process? Once we would
have seen multiple handwritten drafts, with crossing out, multiple insertions, and
changes. Today, the only time that document reaches print is when the author
prints from the word processor. Early drafts are printed out only so that the author
can make changes on pieces of paper rather than on the computer screen. Once
the author has noted the changes and put them into the word processor, the printed
pages with their changes are normally discarded. There is no archive, no series of
drafts, no paper trail to collect, because there is no electronic trail kept. When the
author saves the latest version of her work, she obliterates the previous work.
Sometimes it is possible to retrieve the overlaid work, but for all practical purposes
it is gone.

Will we ever again be able to look at an early version of an author’s work and
compare it to the published work? Worse, from the collector’s view, with elec-
tronic mark-up language we may never see both the author’s submission and the
final “manuscript” copy of what becomes the published work. What will we have
to collect? Will we ever be able to look at different versions and see the evolution
of an author’s thoughts? What will the manuscript of the future be? What will we
collect and preserve?

In libraries, the traditional technical services job has been to “mark it and park
it.” But I ask, what are we going to mark and where on earth are we going to park
it? What about scholarly citation when the very work cited is changing on a sec-
ond-by-second basis? What is going to happen to a footnote? Will the citation have
to include the very moment that the piece of data was obtained?

Although others will discuss electronic publishing and what it means for preser-
vation, I would like to add a somewhat different thought. As we create and collect
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machine-readable text and images, we are dependent upon software programs and
computers in order to be able to access them, to display them, and to read them.
Who will keep not only the text and images, but these programs and machines?
Who will undertake the responsibility for converting text and images in obsolete
technologies to formats compatible with new emerging and probably expensive
technology? Will we have to go to the computer museum to read the manuscript
created in 1985? It has been the responsibility of libraries not only to collect but to
disseminate. Are we prepared to take on these new areas of collecting? Are we
going to collect hardware? It will be ironic if the computer science department of
the university, today seen as one of the most modern, forward-thinking areas on
campus, becomes the archivist for the rare book and manuscript library because it
has the equipment necessary to read the artifacts.

In addition to concerns about collecting and preserving what has been created
using new technology, there is the issue (my second issue) of technology’s role in
the preservation of older materials— not the artifacts themselves, but copies of the
artifacts. The new technologies will allow us to capture materials in formats that
users prefer to use. It will not be necessary to wind through rolls of microfilm or
to handle dozens of pieces of microfiche. There are optimistic reports on the life
cycle of some of the new technologies used for preservation. There has been an
announcement from 3M that new production compact discs will last one hun-
dred years. Whether or not they will last that long, it is now possible to view
compact disc preservation in the same way we view microforms. Without aban-
doning older preservation techniques, it is now possible to consider new tech-
niques seriously.

A possible problem may arise from the ability to provide inexpensive copies of
the image of an artifact. Will anyone care about the original if it is possible to make
hundreds and hundreds of copies? That this may not be a problem in the near fu-
ture can be illustrated by a project at a major academic library. The library began
preservation microfilming to deal with the problem of brittle books, but also to
deal with severe space problems. After having conducted the microfilming, how-
ever, the library found that it was unable to deaccession the materials themselves
because the scholars working within the library would not permit that to happen.
Now they have not only the preservation microfilm but full shelves as well.

The third issue I would like to address is that of access. First, there is access that
provides information about the artifact. (I use the term “artifact” because there does
not appear to be a better word to describe the wide range of materials libraries are
handling, from the printed page to photographs, maps, and realia.) Information
about the artifact describes what the artifact looks like and how it can be de-
scribed—and, very importantly, where it is and how it can be obtained. From the
days of handwritten lists to the marvelous bibliographic compilations of early
books, libraries have tried to provide this access, although it has been a Herculean
task. (These compilations are often identified by the compiler’s name since the
compilation consumed a lifetime.) These compilations were also extremely diffi-
cult to revise. The many years that of necessity elapsed between the publication of
individual volumes meant that revisions were often appropriate. Addenda and
supplements were issued, but the linear nature of the printed page and bound book
meant that the new information was printed separately from the original and then
often missed by scholars. Even today this can be a problem, even in an electronic
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environment. A recent study outlined a number of cases of medical studies citing
previous work that had been revealed as fraudulent. Unfortunately, the original
article had never been linked to the article revealing the fraud.

Today, the early printed lists have been augmented by electronic databases of
bibliographic information. The growth of the twenty-five-million-title database
at OCLC is an example. Another project, one more specifically related to this sym-
posium, is the Eighteenth-Century Short-Title Catalogue found on RLIN. The com-
puter can “file” anything wherever we like, and can integrate changes and
corrections into the original record so that supplements are not necessary and
changes can be made comparatively quickly. The creation of these electronic da-
tabases is very expensive, however. Although additional copies can be produced
inexpensively, the source of funding to create the original database 1s uncertain.
This leads to consideration of “technological imperatives.” Just because it is pos-
sible to do something does not mean that it should be done. All tasks are not worth
doing well; some tasks are not worth doing at all. Planning and consideration of
alternatives must occur first.

We now know what 1s available and where it can be found. But there is more.
It will no longer be necessary to go to the materials; they can come to you—
albeit without the smell and feel of the original material. Optical imaging means
that valuable visual collections will be preserved since fewer human hands need
touch the original pieces and, at the same time, made more widely accessible since
workstations, properly connected and equipped, will be able to display the image
within seconds.

Questions remain, however. Which images? Who will select them? Who will
organize them? The Los Angeles Public Library is currently attempting to deter-
mine how to handle more than two million historic photographs. They will not
be able to digitize all of them, and they have no real precedent for determining
how to make the selection for the initial imaging project.

If users don’t have their fingers, figuratively, walking through the archives, how
will they find the digitized images they want? There will never be enough people,
time, or money to describe each piece in a large manuscript collection. How will
an image be described so that a scholar can use it or know that it has the informa-
tion needed? What will happen to the serendipity factor? I recently was working
on a project involving a historic collection of photographs. The historian and I
were looking at some of the photographs when a third person in the room looked
at one of the photographs and became very excited about what he had just seen.
We had been discussing the architecture of the buildings in the photographs, which
we believed to constitute the real focus and value of the collection. The third per-
son, however, was interested in the lichen on one of the trees. How can this ever
be described and indexed?

It’s not so much that we haven’t had these problems before, but we have added
a new phenomenon when using a digitized file. When information is made avail-
able on a computer, no matter how incomplete it may be, the searcher is often
unwilling to go beyond what is on the computer, to go beyond the files (which
are, after all, organized according to someone else’s needs) to libraries, museums,
and other depositories all over the world. There is a strong presumption, particu-
larly among the younger generation, that what the computer reveals must be suf-
ficient, must be complete, and must be true.
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In today’s “white glove” environment, however, very few people can browse
through the artifacts themselves—the primary sources. Education has been tradi-
tionally based on secondary sources, knowledge that has been organized, inter-
preted, and analyzed by someone else according to someone else’s agenda,
purposes, and biases. It is important that even young students be provided with
access to primary sources so that they can develop their own relationships, reach
their own conclusions, and even learn how difficult it can be to read and interpret
primary sources. The California Historical Society has a grant to investigate the
use of video discs. They intend eventually to recoup some of the costs by making
this material available in a product for secondary schools and colleges. They will
dip into the Society’s rich collections to develop products organized around basic
themes such as “The California Gold Rush,” “Hispanics in the Central Valley,” or
“Women in Government,” and even then the decision made regarding the docu-
ments selected and the organization of the documents means that the discs of pri-
mary materials retain elements of secondary sources since they are filtered through
someone else.

There are some exciting current projects that illustrate future possibilities. The
Library of Congress American Memory Project uses photographs, manuscripts,
music, motion pictures, books, and sound recordings with a focus on the Library’s
historical material from Reconstruction to World War II. Selected artifacts are
available on multi-media with fifteen to twenty electronic collections to be devel-
oped during 1993.

The University of Alaska Rassmussen Library has 6,000 audio and video tapes
containing the words, songs, and stories of Alaska’s peoples. They are using
hypermedia for preservation not only of the materials, but of a culture, for this
may be the only way to disseminate this history. National Geographic, in con-
junction with Lucasfilms and Apple Computers, is working on interactive multi-
media educational systems that link video discs, computers, and TV monitors to
provide access to 1,600 still images, 300 maps, film clips, and an information bank.
Students will be able to create video term papers, cutting and pasting from elec-
tronic documents.

The technology is here, it’s proven, it’s exciting. People not only do use it, but
they want to use it. The challenge is to use it well. These new technologies are
expensive, and will continue to be expensive. This is not so much because the
technologies themselves will remain expensive (computer memory costs have
dropped to one one-hundred-millionth of such costs in 1950), but because the less
expensive a given technology becomes the more we will want to do with it. We
have stored more and more data as the unit costs for storage have dropped, but
total costs have not dropped, since we are finding more and more to convert to
machine-readable form.

Will these new technologies change rare book and manuscript libraries? Yes, they
will. Will these libraries be viable in the future? Absolutely. But they’ll be so only if
time is spent thinking about the allocation of scarce resources—people, time, and
money—so as to serve our clientele best, not only today, but in the future.



