Right, the novelist
Salman Rushdie
with some of his
enlarged notes at
an Emory Univer-
sity exhibition of
his work in At-
lanta. Mr. Rushdie
donated the mate-
rials to the univer-
sity. Above, one of
Mr. Rushdie’s old
computers at
Emory’s Woodruff
Library.
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A crusade to save digital materia

Those 0’s and 1’s degrade
much faster than that
old acid-free paper

BY PATRICIA COHEN

Among the archival material from Sal-
man Rushdie on display at Emory Uni-
versity, in Atlanta, are inked book cov-
ers, handwritten journals and four
Apple computers (one ruined by a
spilled Coke). The 18 gigabytes of data
they contain seemed to promise future
biographers and literary scholars a di-
gital wonderland: comprehensive, or-
ganized and searchablefiles, quickly ac-
cessible with a few clicks.

But like most Rushdian paradises,
this digital idyll has its set of problems.
As research libraries and archives are
discovering, ‘“born-digital” materials
— those initially created in electronic
form — are much more complicated and
costly to preserve than anticipated.

Electronically produced drafts, cor-
respondence and editorial comments,
sweated over by contemporary poets,
novelists and nonfiction authors, are ul-
timately just a series of digits — 0’s and
I’'s — written on floppy disks, CDs and
hard drives, all of which degrade much
faster than old-fashioned acid-free pa-

per. Even if those storage media do sur-
vive, the relentless march of technology
can mean that the older equipment and
software that can make sense of all those
0’s and I's simply don’t exist anymore.
Imagine having a record but no record
player. All of which means that archiv-
istsare finding themselves trying to fend
off digital extinction at the same time
that they are puzzling through questions
about what to save, how to save it and
how to make that material accessible.
“It’s certainly one of those issues that
keepsalot of peopleawake at night.’ said
Anne Van Camp, director of the Smithso-
nian Institution Archives and a member
of a panel on the economics of digital pre-
servation formed by the National Sci-
ence Foundation,amongothers.
Although computers have been com-
monly used for two decades, archives
from writers who used them are just be-
ginning to make their way into collec-
tions. Last week, for instance, the Harry
Ransom Center at the University of
Texas at Austin announced that it had
bought the archive of David Foster Wal-
lace, who committed suicide in 2008.
Emory openedan exhibitionof its Rush-
die collectionin February, and last year,
not long before his death, John Updike
sent 50 floppy disks to the Houghton Li-
brary at Harvard.
Leslie Morris; a° curator at the

Houghton Library, said, “We don’t really
have any methodology as of yet” to pro-
cess born-digital material. ‘“‘We store the
disks in our climate-controlled stacks;’
she added, “and we’re hoping for some
kind of universal Harvard guidelines:’

Amongthe challengesfacinglibraries:
hiring computersavvy archivists to
catalog material; acquiring the equip-
ment and expertise to decipher, transfer
and gain access to data stored on obsol-
ete technologieslike floppy disks; guard-
ing againstaccidental alterationsor dele-
tions of digital files; and figuring out how
to organize access in a way that is useful.

At Emory, Mr. Rushdie’s outdated
computers presented archivists with a
choice: simply save the contents of files
or try also to salvage their look and or-
ganization. Because of Emory’s particu-
lar interest in the impact of technology
on the creative process, Naomi Nelson,
interim director of the Manuscript,
Archives, and Rare Book Library, which
is part of the university, said that the
archivists decided to try to recreate Mr.
Rushdie’s writing experience and the
original computer environment.

Mr. Rushdie started using a computer
only when the Ayatollah Khomeini’s
1989 fatwa drove him underground. ‘“My
writing has got tighter and more concise
because I no longer have to performthe
mechanical act of re-typing endlessly;”

he said in an interview in hiding. “And
all the time that was taken up by that
mechanical act is freed to think.”’

He added: I had this kind of fetish
about presenting clean copy. I don’t like
presenting my publisher with pages
with lots of crossings-out and scrib-
bling. So I would be manic at the end of
typing a page where actually I didn’t
want to change anything, not at all.”’

At the Emory exhibition, visitors can
log onto a computer and see the screen

“If you're interested in
primary materials, you're
interested in the context as
well as the content.”

that Mr. Rushdie saw, search his file
folders as he did and find out what appli-
cations he used. They can call up an
early draft of “The Ground Beneath Her
Feet,” his 1999 novel, and edit a sen-
tence or post an editorialcomment.

“I know of no other place in the world
that is providing access through emula-
tion to a born-digital archive,” said Erika
Farr, director of born-digital initiatives at
the Robert W. Woodruff Library at
Emory. (The original draft is preserved.)

To the Emory team, simulating the
author’s electronic universe is equiva-

lent to reproducing the desk, chair, pen
and paper that, say, Charles Dickens
used, and allowing visitors to sit and
scribble notes on a copy of an early ver-
sion of ““‘Bleak House.’

“If you're interested in primary ma-
terials, you’re interested in the context
as well as the content, the authentic ar-
tifact,” Ms. Farr said. “Fifty years from
now, people may be researching how
the impact of word processing affected
literary output,” which would require
seeing the original computerimages.

Itmay even be possiblein the future to
examine literary influences by match-
ing which Web sites a writer visitedon a
particularday with the manuscripthe or
she was working on at the time.

Michael Olson, digital collections
project manager at Stanford University,
said the only people who really had ex-
perience with excavating digital infor-
mation were in law enforcement.
““There aren’t a lot of archives out there
capturing born-digital material,’ he
said, referring to the process of extract-
ing all data accurately from a device.

Stanford has received a lot of born-di-
gital collections, which has pushedit to
becomea pioneer in the field. Last sum-
mer the library opened a digital
forensics laboratory, the first in the
United States.

The heart of the lab is the Forensic
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Recovery of Evidence Device, nick:
named Fred, which enables archivists
to dig out data, bit by bit, from current
and antiquated floppies, CDs, DVDs,
hard drives, computer tapes and flash
memories, while protecting the files
from corruption.

Emory is giving the Woodruff library
$500,000 to create a computer forensics
lab like the one at Stanford, Ms. Farr
said.

With the archive from David Foster
Wallace, the Ransom Center now has 40
collections with born-digital material,
including Norman Mailer’s.

Gabriela Redwine, an archivist at
Ransom, is impressed by Emory’s digit-
al emulation, but she said the center
was not pursuing that kind of reproduc-
tion at the moment.

“Our focus is preservation and stor-
age now,’ she said. “Over the last
couple of years, we've been learning
about computer forensics.”

The center is trying to raise endow-
ment money to hire a digital collections
coordinator while Ms. Redwine works
on preservation and processing, In the
meantime, most of the digital materialis
off limits to researchers.

OHLINE: THE RUSHDIE EXPERIENCE
B Watch a video about the Salman Rushdie
archive at global.nytimes.com/books



