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In 1911-1912, Armenians across the globe celebrated the 1500th anniversary of the creation of the Armenian alphabet and the quadricentennial of Armenian book printing. It was arguably the first-ever nationwide celebration of an Armenian historical-cultural landmark. One hundred years later, the quincentennial of Armenian printing is again being marked nationwide. A lot has changed since, especially because of the Armenian Genocide and the collapse of Tsarism in Russia, followed by the rise and fall of the Soviet Union. In the twentieth century, it became commonplace for Armenians to organize nationwide celebrations marking various key events in their history. The only distinguishing feature on this occasion is UNESCO’s designation of Yerevan as the 2012 World Book Capital. However, the most important difference between these two anniversaries one hundred years apart is the challenge now posed to the written word by digitization and the world wide web. Libraries across the world, as repositories of the printed word, are at the forefront of this challenge. Among them, libraries with rich Armenian-language collections must have the foresight, vision, courage and commitment to amend their priorities and modus operandi significantly, in order to use the advantages provided by digitization for the advancement of Armenian Studies and culture worldwide.
Armenian libraries, large or small, are–together with Armenian churches, community schools, printing presses, and more recently, genocide monuments–important indicators of the Armenian presence worldwide. Some of the more famous among these libraries are associated with Armenian Apostolic and Catholic religious institutions. Others are part of important Diasporan educational institutions. The Bibliothèque Nubar in Paris is supervised by the Armenian General Benevolent Union, while the National Association for Armenian Studies and Research also has a rich printed collection in Massachusetts. Their common feature is their being owned by Armenian organizations. They are therefore free to enter into agreements with other Armenian libraries to establish a wider network to confront the challenges of global digitization. The situation is more complex with some other rich Armenian collections outside Armenia, which operate either within the framework of national libraries of foreign states or are part of the libraries of prestigious universities abroad. Whether these Armenian collections can join other Armenian libraries in collaborative efforts will therefore depend on the broader institutional regulations and priorities they operate underneath. 
The collection of the Armenian Research Center (ARC) at the University of Michigan-Dearborn is among the Armenian libraries which have grown inside American universities in recent decades. The Center was established by Dennis Papazian in 1985 with an endowment provided by Edward and Helen Mardigian and the nationwide organization of the Knights of Vartan. Its mission is to support and encourage Armenian Studies, including the documentation and publication of materials in this domain. It attempts to accomplish this mission through the maintenance of an extensive library, supporting the research of scholars in Armenian Studies, cooperation with other Armenian Studies centers worldwide, academic outreach, and contact with the press and officeholders on issues concerning Armenians. As a special collection, the Center’s library enjoys certain autonomy. Most decisions regarding its growth and priorities are taken by the Center’s director. Initially, university regulations made the procurement of books very difficult and the ARC relied primarily on gifts to expand its books and periodical collection. In the early 1990s the library was named after John Vigen Der Manuelian when the latter refunded the price of his valuable collection of books, which he had sold to the Center earlier. Gradually, the procurement of books became faster and easier. Moreover, in 2005, the Center moved to much larger quarters, and in the past seven years, it has more than doubled its collection. As of 15 June 2012, the collection consisted of 22,269 titles and 3,119 duplicate copies. About 53 percent of these books are in Armenian, 33 percent in English, 5 percent in Turkish, and the rest, in French, Russian and other languages. The Center also has a growing collection of Armenian and Armenological periodicals in Armenian, English, French and Turkish. It also holds on microfilm and microfiche Armenian books from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; complete runs of a number of Armenian periodicals; British, American and German archival documents on the 1915 Genocide; hundreds of records, videos, CDs, DVDs, maps, etc. 
Prior to the digital age, most Armenian libraries served their local areas only, and could pursue individualized solutions for their respective needs. They mostly had card catalogues, which the user had to consult inside the library premises. In Beirut and its northeastern suburbs, where I grew up, the main users of the two most important Armenian libraries, those of the Catholicosate of Cilicia and Haigazian University, were the clergy, students and interested members of the public. Both libraries used the Dewey Decimal Classification System, and the call numbers of various Armenian-related subjects were adapted from ones initially designed for one of the Eastern European languages. This was possible because these call numbers were for internal use only. Moreover, the card catalogues were prepared in classical Armenian orthography, and titles from Soviet Armenia were ‘converted’ to conform to the rules of the former. It was argued that using one style of orthography was necessary so that the cards of all works by the same author could be placed one after the other in the catalogue.
Having emerged later than the Catholicosate and Haigazian libraries, the ARC adopted a DOS database to catalogue its books, periodicals and other items, and again solely for internal usage. This database is still in use and is updated almost on a daily basis, as new acquisitions are made. However, since software companies are gradually dropping their older programs, the software operating this database should be changed sooner rather than later, even for the limited purposes it serves today.
With card catalogues only accessible on a library’s premises in the pre-internet age, the books were also used by readers living in close proximity. It was rare when Armenian librarians received requests for assistance from scholars living in other countries, and, in such cases, they usually sent them photographs, photocopies or microfilms of the unique items requested. Therefore, having a rich Armenian library almost in every Armenian-inhabited location was a must, particularly if there were also a few scholars active in the area.
The development of the world wide web has radically altered expectations from all libraries. In addition to practical arguments, like economizing paper or visibility across the globe, having an online catalogue has become almost a matter of prestige for every parent institution, an indication that it is keeping up with the times. Potential readers have come to demand this as a matter of natural right, and libraries feel obliged more and more to conform to international standards.
The ARC gradually embarked on this process in 2004. As of 5 November 2012, the descriptions of 8,229 of its items are accessible through the online catalogue of the University of Michigan-Dearborn’s central, Mardigian Library, named after the same Armenian family who provided half of the ARC’s initial endowment. Through this online catalogue, these descriptions are also accessible via WorldCat, the world’s largest online public access catalogue, maintained by the Online Computer Library Center. These items constitute about one-third of the ARC’s holdings in books, but also include some periodicals and audiovisual items. Most of the books catalogued online are in English because it is easier to outsource this task to cataloguers in the metro Detroit area. The online cataloguing of Armenian- and Turkish-language items has lagged behind because the Center has been unable to locate an expert who can be hired part-time for a long period or full-time for a shorter period to carry out this task. The ARC’s annual revenue is too small to hire a specialist, full-time Armenian-language online cataloguer as an open-ended appointment. The various schemes, which the ARC has tried to fill this void, have been unsuccessful. There is now an attempt to find a solution through contacts in Armenia. However, it is still uncertain if it will succeed. 
Moreover, simply placing catalogue descriptions online seems already inadequate for many potential readers of Armenian books. They manifest a growing desire to have as many digitized Armenian books as possible fully downloadable online. However, very few people among those nurturing such expectations, or raising demands, are personally involved or show real interest in participating in this arduous task.
There have been in recent years numerous, but usually uncoordinated, attempts to digitize Armenian-language books, and make them accessible online. The quality of digitization sharply differs from one site to another, and there is no easy means of searching what is available. The ARC, as one entity within the overall structure of the University of Michigan, was involved in the commercial effort undertaken by Google, which, in July 2011, digitized about 3,500 titles from the Center’s collection. However, Google is extremely cautious in making its digitized books fully accessible online, fearing the recurrence of copyright-related lawsuits against it. At the moment, some of the ARC books digitized by Google can be accessed either through the Mirlyn catalogue of the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor or the Hathi Trust Digital Library. However, in the first instance, the user should be a member of the libraries of the University of Michigan, while, in the second instance, s/he should be affiliated with one of the Hathi Trust partner institutions. This is obviously not suitable for the majority of the users of the ARC collection.
During the ARC’s recent efforts toward placing catalogue descriptions online and having some of its books digitized, I personally reached the following conclusions, which I wish to share with you today:
1. The digital age not only puts Armenians under pressure to master this technology in order not to appear out of place, but, more importantly, it provides them with unprecedented opportunities to solve many cultural tasks, which their ancestors sought to do in the past, with varying degrees of success. A correct strategy and its implementation can create a virtual space where all the heritage of Armenian print culture will be assembled. 
2. Armenian libraries should work together to establish their own worldwide digital, open access network of Armenian and Armeno-Turkish books and periodicals.

a. They can thus bypass the excessive concern with copyright issues among the larger, international organizations.
b. Through creating a large, virtual library, Armenians will henceforward avoid some of the cultural repercussions of the quasi-constant demographic changes across the Diaspora and the consequences of the decline of once-influential cultural and research institutions. Libraries tied to declining communities or institutions are usually left with no experts able to take good care of their rich collections acquired during a better, but bygone era, and with no scholars or enough lay readers living nearby to make use of their resources. Digitization will make such collections accessible to Armenians living in other parts of the world.

c. Digitization will also eventually eliminate the necessity of inter-library loans, and help scholars and their parent institutions to save time, as well as travel and lodging expenses.
3. This effort to establish an Armenian worldwide digital, open access network should be carefully coordinated and to some extent centralized.

a. It will thus forestall duplication of effort and will reduce costs.
b. It will enable the creation of effective search engines.
c. It will enforce uniform principles for cataloguing and high-quality standards for digitization.
4. This effort could be carried out through an international consortium of Armenian libraries, including the Armenian collections of national public libraries and universities outside Armenia, if the regulations and traditions of these institutions permit that.
a. This consortium should be more than a voluntary association of libraries, whose representatives would hold occasional meetings. Because the tasks which I wish to see shouldered by this entity are extensive, the consortium needs its own regular budget and staff. It should devise plans for the future; have them approved by the participating libraries; execute these plans; and regularly inform on its progress.
b. The consortium’s member-libraries can enhance the quality of digitization by providing their duplicates so that these items can be torn apart to carry out digitization with higher precision; by destroying a duplicate copy hanging about in the backroom of an Armenian library we will instead have a higher-quality digital version accessible everywhere in the world.

5. Any centralized effort is likely to be based in Yerevan. However, active diasporan involvement is important, not only because many items which need to be digitized are unavailable in Armenia, but also because Diasporan librarians and technicians can bring in both their concerns and expertise to this joint effort.
6. To date, digitizing Armenian printed works usually means turning pages into pictures, with no possibility of conducting word searches. This situation has been likened to books without an index. Reliance on picture PDF files has been inevitable because of the inadequate development of Armenian Optical Character Recognition programs. Therefore, spending money and effort to improve these programs is an indispensable component of the broader work toward having an open access, digital library.
7. Since this cultural endeavor is of national importance, the consortium should obtain its financing from various sources: government, institutional and private, both in Armenia and abroad.
What I suggested is not entirely novel, of course, and some work in this regard is already in progress. In the rest of my presentation, I will comment on some of what has been achieved so far and will clarify a few additional points.

The Second International Conference of Armenian Libraries, held last month, established an executive committee with representatives from Armenia, the USA, Britain, France, Lebanon and Syria. However, the communiqué does not list the prerogatives and tasks of this committee and does not explain how it will operate. Moreover, the communiqué envisages technical assistance in one direction only, from Armenia to the Diaspora. Indeed, most initiatives to date toward adopting digital technology in Armenia and putting it into use have been the result of bilateral cooperation between Yerevan-based institutions and international donor organizations, with almost no Diasporan involvement. Therefore, Diasporan concerns have not been addressed adequately.
Armenia has recorded progress in updating the general bibliography, creating an online catalogue, and digitizing old and rare Armenian books. The four large bibliographical volumes published by the National Library of Armenia since 1967 are now also available online through the Hakob Meghapart project. Indeed the online version in Armenian takes the list of all printed Armenian books to the year 1930, while the fourth printed volume stops in 1920. However, this commendable effort needs further improvement. The contents of the four volumes have been placed online without changes, in spite of the many obvious errors in the printed version. A separate printed catalogue of Armeno-Turkish books is already available. It should also either be posted online separately or incorporated into the Hakob Meghapart project. Moreover, the software used should be upgraded to make searches according to various categories possible. An updated, user-friendly online list or catalogue is necessary to implement the subsequent digitization process comprehensively.
The Armenian Libraries Union Catalog is another achievement, bringing together the major repositories in Yerevan. It may be worthwhile to explore if important Armenian collections abroad can also join this catalog later and thus turn into something resembling an Armenian WorldCat. However, prior to any Diasporan involvement, some fundamental technical issues need to be tackled. For example, a way should be devised to escape the duality of the usage of Latin transliteration by some Armenian collections in the Diaspora (especially those inside national public libraries and universities tied to host-countries in North America and Western Europe) and the insistence of other, Armenian-owned institutions to use the Armenian script for the online catalogues of their respective Armenian collections. Can software be developed to make this duality irrelevant? At the moment, however, we still encounter an apparently even more trivial problem: the name of certain authors, like Paruyr Sevak, should be searched in two separate ways in the Armenian Libraries Union Catalog if the classical and ‘Soviet’ spellings of the author’s name are slightly different according to the two separate rules of Armenian orthography, and if the author has Armenian-language titles published both in Armenia and abroad. 
The websites of the National Library of Armenia and the Fundamental Library of the Armenian National Academy of Sciences now both carry digital versions of many of the earliest Armenian books printed between 1512 and 1800, as well as numerous rare books from 1801-1920. I have discussed the problems of digitizing Armenian books and posting them online above, and I will only add at this juncture that more effort should be spent in this particular case to accelerate the downloading process for users, and making the saving of the downloaded files easier.
Finally, the cataloguing and digitization of Armenian periodicals was a main item on the agenda of the recent conference of Armenian libraries. These periodicals constitute an important primary source for Armenian Studies, and having an updated online catalogue is a praiseworthy objective. No comprehensive printed catalogue has appeared since those by Amalya Kirakosyan and Manvel Babloyan, which provide data until 1967 and 1980, respectively. Not only should both bibliographies be updated, but their slightly different approaches should also be combined in the online version. The software used should make possible searches according to the place of publication of the various periodicals, their editors, publishers, sponsoring organizations, and the presses which printed them. It will also be helpful if researchers will be able to deduce other forms of quantitative data from this online catalogue, like the total number of periodicals printed in a certain country or city in a particular year.
Once this catalogue is updated, and the libraries where issues of various Armenian periodicals are held are identified, the digitizing of the oldest, the rarest and the most important among them can begin, hopefully along the same principle of member-libraries of the consortium providing their duplicates to insure high-quality digitizing. Because of the scattered nature of Armenian periodicals, digitization will be the only means to have complete sets of some of them, all in one, albeit ‘virtual’, location.

Moreover, since current Armenian periodicals have digital versions of their printed issues, either placed online (temporarily or indefinitely) or in digital archives, the consortium should also collect these digital versions, and again host them on a single website, in order to help member-libraries and other Armenian institutions avoid the cost of microfilming and digitizing them, each on its own.
It becomes evident, therefore, that the most important features, which will help accomplish this laborious, but useful task, are, unfortunately, characteristics which Armenians have not had in abundance: organization and cooperative spirit. Should we dare to aspire that, in this case, tomorrow will not be just another day?
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