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Some years ago, I was sent a book to review, an edition of a unique Old English text. Cursory examination suggested that the editor possessed, in A. E. Housman’s phrase, “pudding rather than brains”. One assertion particularly struck me: that a particular leaf was so stained and discoloured as to preclude editing. There was a facsimile of the manuscript on my shelves. I looked at the discoloration myself. I then called up the original manuscript, and discovered that there the text was entirely legible. The editor had obviously relied on the facsimile in preparing the edition, not considering the possibility that it might not be an accurate representation of the original. 

The moral is clear. And yet we live in a world where we have to rely on various surrogates, digital or otherwise, if we wish to consult manuscript documents. Many libraries, if asked for originals, will initially offer microfilms as a matter of course. The British Library’s Arts & Humanities First Annual Report 2011–12 announces on its first page that: 

“the British Library is working with leading partners, in both the commercial and public sectors, to provide a broader range of services for users and greater access to the collections. In particular, major digitisation programmes are being carried out at no cost to the public purse, extending reach and adding value.” 

We can’t immediately tell what this assertion means. What we can tell is that the future of the research library and the politics of digitization have become inextricably intertwined. 

The future of the research library and the politics of digitization have become inextricably intertwinedTo ask the obvious question: is digitization a good thing for those of us who study or edit the book in its various material forms? There are those who are certain that it is. In a letter to the TLS (March 10, 2010), Professor Ken Pennington asserted that “there are almost no downsides to putting manuscripts and rare books on the internet”. His views were supported in a subsequent letter from David Ganz, a senior palaeographer. 

The convenience of ready accessibility is beyond dispute, and one can see that there may be circumstances in which scholars do have a need for some sort of surrogate, whether of a complete manuscript or of selected bits. But the downsides are in fact many. One of the obvious limits of the virtual world is the size of the computer screen; it is often difficult for viewers to take in the scale of the object being presented. It is also difficult to discern distinctions between materials such as parchment and paper, and between different textures of ink. Often we can’t tell what the overall structure of the work is like, how many leaves it has, and whether it contains any cancel leaves; and we can rarely be confident that the colours have been reproduced accurately. Are digital surrogates not really just a new, more expensive form of microfilm? 

In spite of its limitations, digitization is already playing a major role in research-library strategy. In the past, the use of digital material has varied markedly from institution to institution. None of the major copyright libraries seems to be developing a clear policy. The British Library has completely digitized relatively few of its manuscripts, a notable exception being the Codex Sinaiticus. This is an interesting test case for apologists of digitization. Last year I was told that the Codex Sinaiticus site got about 10,000 hits a month. That might seem a strong justification for digitization. But it seems doubtful whether even a small fraction of that number have the appropriate training – codicological, linguistic and textual – to approach the work in an informed way. If my audience analysis is even broadly correct, the British Library is investing heavily not in scholarship, but in a new branch of the entertainment industry. My generalization does not acknowledge the possible benefit to a small number of specialist scholars of having the four separate parts of the codex digitally conjoined. But it may be worth asking whether making the surrogate digitally accessible for the benefit of a small number of scholars justifies the million pounds it cost. 

The British Library is investing heavily not in scholarship, but in a new branch of the entertainment industryWho are the real beneficiaries of such projects? In the case of the Codex Sinaiticus, it is quite likely that it is the British Library itself, in that one aim of digitization is to try to stop people seeing the original. This is not a discreditable aim, given the importance of a manuscript of such antiquity and fragility. But very few manuscripts fall into such a justifiably restricted category. 

There are other issues to consider. A willingness to trust surrogates is a willingness to abandon scholarly responsibility. This brings us back to the editor with whom I began, whose mistake may have been due to inadequate training. Graduate students ought to be given properly supervised access to primary materials at an early stage. Few universities offer such training, and there has been an alarming and sustained failure to offer it by central research bodies. In England, palaeography courses are offered at Oxford and Cambridge in various faculties, and at London under the auspices of the Institute of English Studies and through King’s College, which has its own chair in the subject. In North America, such teaching is even more patchy, even though (if my own experience is representative) the demand from students is considerable. 

This is an area where research libraries ought perhaps to take control, if only out of self-interest: to ensure a proper handling of manuscripts in their care. As it is, a surprising proportion of curatorial staff seem to have had no formal training in bibliography. One could argue that, in terms of investment, bibliographical training (including palaeography) for graduate students should take priority over digitization – that such training ought to be one of a research library’s primary responsibilities. Students embarking on research in their collections could be required to take a course of instruction under the institutional auspices of a research library, or demonstrate that they have already taken one. The cost would be small in relative terms, and the benefits considerable. 

Such a strategy would, however, increase the demand for original materials, and, as I have already noted, not all libraries would consider that desirable. David Zeidberg, Avery Director of the Huntington Library, California, recently announced that he would give a talk about “current trends in public and academic libraries”, and said that “the Huntington is now distinguished as a ‘library of last resort’ where researchers have access to rare original materials as well as to digital resources”. The rhetoric is overwrought and incorrect – many libraries in North America, Britain and elsewhere still allow direct access to rare original materials – but Zeidberg does capture a sense of the growing tendency in many research libraries to make access to such materials harder and to try and encourage researchers to make do, as much as possible, with surrogates. This tendency is only partly to do with preventing wear and tear on rare materials; there is also the budget to consider. In some cases it may be cheaper to offer digital surrogates than provide fetchers, reception staff and cataloguers. 

But this important issue of cost is a complex one, and one few are willing to discuss. An exception is Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, which has digitized its whole collection of medieval manuscripts, all 538 of them, or roughly 180,000 pages. This was achieved with American grant money – nearly $6 million in total – which provided technology, expertise and a substantial support staff. The Corpus Christi project raises a number of questions to do with accessibility. The initial subscription fee is nearly $9,500, with a further annual maintenance fee of just under $500. Given that the project was so heavily underwritten by grant money, it may seem to the outsider strange that there should be such large subscriber fees. The justification given for them is: 

“to generate enough revenue to secure both the long-term future of the website and its underlying data and meet the future development costs of the site. To this end, the purchase and subscription fees are intended to provide sufficient annual income to cover the ongoing cost of archival storage, application maintenance, and forward migration as underlying technology changes. The maintenance fees are to cover the cost of an editorial and update team that will continue to enhance the website . . . . ” 

It would seem that a lot of money is going to be required simply to maintain the site. How much will be needed annually, or what happens if it is not forthcoming, remains unclear. And this is the problem. No one seems to know. The only certainties seem to be that the costs will be ongoing, and that they will increase in accordance with the volume of material digitized. 

Digitization appears to be proceeding unchecked and unfocused Is it worth it? Do the ends justify the unquantifiable cost of the means? Digitization appears to be proceeding unchecked and unfocused, deflecting students into a virtual world and leaving them unequipped to deal responsibly with real rare materials. I suspect that the combination of poorly prepared students and reductions in library staffing levels will make real manuscripts ever more difficult to access directly. 

Might not the money be more appropriately spent, if not on training, then on the conservation of originals? If conservation were to become a key focus of library investment, the chances are that its reach would be extended. By and large, materials on parchment and early paper with high rag content have lasted pretty well. It is in fact modern manuscripts and books, prepared on inferior paper and within shoddy bindings, that are most pressingly in need of conservation. If the forces of digitization and conservation were brought together in a constructive way, these materials might even be revealed as a priority. 
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