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Among Harvard’s Libraries

HoLuis REpux

n this space ten years ago, editor Kenneth

Carpenter explored the massive undertaking
then on the horizon: the retrospective conver-
sion of more than five million catalogue cards
into electronic records. The prospect was
momentous, and Ken expressed an appropriate
awe at the scope and importance of the task.
“In six years or s0,” he wrote, “it will be pos-
sible . . . on campus or off, in Belmont,
Boston, Omaha, or Osaka, to sit at a terminal
and have the access that is now possible only
by physically walking to libraries of the uni-
versity and consulting their card catalogs.”

Of course, Recon (as it was known) was
not the birth of Harvard’s online catalogue.
HOLLIS’s technical services functions—those
electronic tools library staff use to track acqui-
sitions, manage serial records, and catalogue
books—had been formally implemented in
1985. By 1992, the Internet itself had reached
the end of its brief infancy, and for a small but
widespread community of scientists, program-
mers, and technicians, had become an indis-
pensable medium for moving data from one
computer to another. The World Wide Web,
however, was sull in its incunable stage:
rescarchers at the European Centre for Nuclear
Rescarch spent the Spring of 1992 demonstrat-
ing the powerful possibilities of hypertext; at
year’s end, the “web” of machines that could
use the flexible new protocol consisted of just
twenty-six servers worldwide.

This tenth Spring since Recon, Harvard
library staff have been busy learning, struggling
with, and mastering the web-based tools of a
new online catalogue, called ALEPH by Ex
Libris, the firm that designed it. The OPAC—
the public face of the library’s online cata-
logue—retains the name HOLLIS, continuing
to honor that early benefactor of the College
who more than anyone else set Harvard’s
libraries on the path to modernity.

Although the change from the old HOLLIS
to the new may seem one of degree rather than

kind, it is every bit as momentous as that of

Spring 1992. For the gnomic efficiencies of the
old system, with its command-line interface
and its highly technical look and feel, have

now been replaced by the manifold linkages
and dynamic interfaces we’ve become used to
on the Web.

The challenges of Recon were enormous:
information on cards was transformed into dig-
ital data and whirled through networks of vast
size, incomprehensible complexity, and uncer-
tain rcliability. What we faced then was not
merely the loss of index cards, but the loss of a
world made up of unique scents and sensations,
comforting and fruitful habits. And now—
among Harvard’s librarians especially, but
among her students and scholars, too—a fresh
set of fruitful habits must be born.

The transition to ALEPH, similarly, has
been no simple task. In the past year, nearly
cleven million catalogue records were con-
verted; at cut-over time, there were no fewer
than two hundred thousand active loans in the
system. The effort has been every bit as great as
that required in Recon, or when HOLLIS first
came into being. For all the energy and inge-
nuity required, and despite unavoidable
glitches, the cut-over has gone remarkably
smoothly. For this, credit extends throughout
Harvard’s libraries: to Tracey Robinson and
Charlic Husbands (who helped design and
build the original HOLLIS, and who continue
to play their crucial roles in the design and
maintenance of Harvard’s online catalogue)
and to their OIS colleagues, who midwived
the new system; to an army of Harvard librar-
ians and other staff, who have devoted their
time and intelligence these last few months to
planning for the cut-over, training colleagues
in the ways of the new system, and explaining
it to readers; to the staff members who daily
use it, discovering its features and foibles, turn-
ing the new HOLLIS into a working online
catalogue.

—Matthew Battles
Coordinating Editor

EVERYONE'S WILD ABOUT HARRY

ue to the Widener Renovation Project,
Dthc Harry Elkins Widener Room remains
closed. At the beginning of the summer, how-
cver, I was jolted back into my role as
Curatorial Assistant when I happened to walk
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