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INTRODUCTION

The Middle East Librarians' Association was
established in 1972 to meet a need felt by a num-
ber of individuals involved with Middle Eastern
collections in American libraries for an organiza-
tion that would focus attention upon a range of
problems — from the practical and technical to
the intellectual and speculative -- with the expec-
tation that the sharing of professional concerns
would lead to improved library service for the
promotion of scholarship. Toward that end, MELA
holds annual meetings and publishes MELA Notes,
which conveys items of current interest to the mem-
bership.

The annual meetings have occasionally brought
forth papers worthy of preservation in a durable
format. Now, with this first issue of Occasional
Papers, MELA initiates a continuing series to
convey studies produced by its members to wider
reaches of the library world.

Issue no. 1 of Occasional Papers contains all
the papers presented at the annual meeting in Novem-
ber, 1979, held at Salt Lake City. Missing is a
technical presentation on the impact of AACR II,
delivered by Ms. Frances Morton of the Library of
Congress, and a briefing paper on the Near East
Union Catalog by Dr. George Atiyeh, also of the
Library of Congress. Future issues of the Occasional
Papers may or may not reflect MELA's annual program.

The Salt Lake City program was designed so that
papers were presented on the three perennial areas
of professional library concern: technical services;
collection building or acquisition; and reference.
In addition, Dr. Veronica Pantelides submitted a
paper that addressed the issue of library school
education and its applicability to Middle Eastern
librarianship, and Mr. James Pollock, the first and
now retired editor of MELA Notes, provided insights
into the nature of our professional calling.

David H. Partington
Cambridge, Mass.
October 22, 1980
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What Is A M i d d l e Eas t L i b r a r i a n ?

The word "caboose" is intriguing to me. I first
met it as the name of one of the cars on a real or
model railroad. As a motorist I know it is the
second most important part of the train to watch for.
As a young Arabist I noted the smiling grimace that
an older Egyptian friend made when I used the word in
his shop. Then there is the venerable old personal
name entry we have, spelled with a "Q" in romaniza-
tion. Lately, I looked in an Arabic dictionary to
see why my friend had once put his hand over his face.
A nightmare--that is the meaning!

Now these concluding words from your poverty-
stricken servant, the possesser of a nightmare--
rAbdak al-Faqir al-Shaykh Abu al-Kabus. And our
topic is a question to which I give answer.

Question: What is a Middle East Librarian, or
Who are We?; answer: The Film and The Curtain.

After this great day of review I am proud of my
job in Middle East Librarianship. The mental parade
of your many research questions and your technical
and public interests has recruited my thoughts. You
notice that I have joined up and am capering along
out of step behind the orderly lines you have drawn.
Other people's thinking, you see, always turns my
head, to see where the action was. That is why this
librarian wants to come to MESA, and why I was so
glad to heat up the water when young MELA took her
first bath in public, watched by other approving area
librarians from all our four coasts. MELA is still
very young as the calendar flips. But is it not true
comrades, watch dogs and work dogs that we are, one
year with us is like seven with anyone else, and we
are therefore riper and wiser than we seem? Ay

Next week you may find on your desk a letter
from the University of Chihuahua asking your help in
finding a good Middle East librarian. What will you
look for in the position description? To use the
knife-thrower's jargon, is the description "on target"
as a precise outline? Or, is the teaching and book
program and librarian's salary founded and funded on
quicksand money from the Gulf of Ben Adam located



somewhere East of Suez? Why, you will think, must
the librarian be able to speak conversational Ber-
berese in order to help patrons who otherwise do not
comprehend? Few of us would try to fit ourselves
into that profile, on the reasonable suspicion that
someone else was being vaguely described, and also
because we do know what Middle East librarianship is
about.

Today we have mentally grasped many of the con-
trol handles by which our jobs are operated. All
areas of the total vocation have been freshly scrub-
bed. As we reflect on the situation, (here there is
a change of metaphor) I'm sure we all feel that we
have uncovered a number of tender but glowing-with-
health-and-growing edges to our job perspective. By
your leave I would like to continue using and chang-
ing metaphors to sketch my impression of Middle East
librarianship—of who we are. The theme is posed as
a question, and my reply only creates more questions
and problems I dare say. My answer to the question
"What is a Middle East Librarian?" is that we are—
The Film and The Curtain. Briefly translated, we are
the personification of our library's records, and we
are the interpreter standing between civilizations.

The African Studies Archivists and Librarians
have just finished their meeting in Los Angeles.
Their great continent has individual societies nearly
beyond number that are developing gradually from oral
to written cultures. I think a living vestige of
oral tradition, one that is kept in use among us by
verbatim legal records and journalistic interviews,
is in the question and answer or dialogue formats we
find in religious literary writings. Middle East
librarians have the books of answers or opinions on
religious law along with the questions that called
them forth. Theology and philosophy stimulate the
writing of commentaries in the "He said"/"I say" for-
mat, or in the pattern of "They may argue"/"But we
reply" polemics and apologetics. And literary pro-
duction in poetry and prose is full of dialogue with
real or symbolic characters. Our libraries are the
repositories of these records of conversation or mono-
logue. Carefully composed statements in free senten-
ces of prose or measured and rhyming poetry are first
of all for reciting by the mouth of a speaker to the
ears of those who hear. After that the statements
are written down and preserved in more or less rare
and precious books. What I say now is for you; and
what you have said today is for me. We have today's
record on paper, a thin sheet of mixed plant fibers.
More importantly and to the point, we have the pro-
ceedings permanently stored in the electronic film
pathways of our brains. Conscious replay of these



films is of course slow and faulty, because by habit
we rely so much on written records; but the storage
function is active and orderly. With practice, and
with our attention expanded and focussed by interest
in our work, our librarian's role as the film can be-
come more useful and satisfying.

By this I don't mean that we should become walk-
ing microfilms or encyclopedias. No, my friends, not
even a walking card catalog! But we do know the ac-
cess points to our reference sources and catalogs.
We should also know how to interview a patron needing
help, and be able to locate in his mind just what he
wants to say. I have found, to my surprise, that
some patrons go away happy with a minimum of factual
gain but a maximum of healthy mental exercise in the
question and answer interview. Access is improved
to their own stored information, so that their power
of analysis and evaluation is freed up for action.
No longer does the student's mind seem like an auto-
mobile motor embedded in grease hardened by a cold
winter's night.

Let us pursue the metaphor of our role as the
film personification a bit further. Will one of
you here please carry this recording tape-end to the
entrance of this meeting room? (Rest of tape on reel
is held by speaker.) Thank you. There in represen-
tation you see the first parent of our race, going
back long before written or grammatical speach de-
veloped, an actual person to whom I myself am related
at this moment. And for each of you there is a
direct line to our first parent also, but individu-
ally different from my direct line. On each line
there is recorded the experiences, judgments and feel-
ings of the past. My record is actively, electrical-
ly and wonderfully influenced by your records, as
each of us can say. And I do not stop there, but I
believe there is much more that is available, and
credible to be said. Limits to perception and under-
standing I think are often self-imposed. In our con-
versation with patrons, with each other, and with the
writers and voices of the past, the only limits to
perception and communication of meaning are the
proved wisdom that protects society's general wel-
fare, and the swift movement of the film on its reel
of time. (Thank you for holding the tape. You may
release it now. (And it is rewound.)) It is pos-
sible to do so, and I think we all should rightfully
think of our memories and minds as being part of a
well-functioning data base more useful and valuable
than any that shall be invented.

Now we will change the scene and the metaphor.
Before us is a curtain, the curtain, which is our
role as the interpreter standing between civiliza-



tions. In this role we must become a "see through",
opening curtain, instead of a firmly closing and
opaque ornamental wall.

Some time ago a friend working in Beirut was in
the States lecturing. He stopped with us for a meal
and visit and while in our home he opened a curtain
for us that had veiled a piece of our antique furni-
ture in mystery. It' s a wooden folding chair made in
Palestine perhaps eighty years ago. The back and
front foot-support is one undulating frame of five
strips of one-by-two-inch-thick wood. The seat and
back foot-support of four strips fold up in scissors
fashion or fold down to make a flat solid wood seat.
It was once fully decorated with mother-of-pearl,
and it has an incised wavy leaf design down each
strip of wood. Straight across the back, at should-
er-blade height under the curved top line there is
this solemn Arabic phrase: "Salamat al-insan" (the
well-being of a person): and no more is written. I
was curious about its reference, thinking that per-
haps there was once a set of the chairs that would
together form a line of poetry or Scripture. Here is
where my mind was like the cold auto motor slumbering
in frigid grease, unable to turn over. This was un-
til my friend visited and said, "Do you know the
other half of the proverb?" "No_." "Here it is:
'Salamat al-insan fl hifz al-lisan' (the well-being
of a person is in guarding the tongue)."

In its original setting we can imagine that a
guest might be offered that chair, and on recognizing
the script as half of the familiar proverb, would
then be discreet in speech according to circumstances.
(As a side note, the Biblical usage in Proverbs 21:23
is close to this, but T think has a more inclusive
reference: "He who keeps his mouth and his tongue
keeps himself out of trouble.") We were introduced
to a bit of Arabic folklore in this proverb, and it
reflects a nice way of subtle communication, an
opened curtain on a real scene.

As a would-be poet of mean stature, I have
nailed together two other rhyming phrases that could
be worse, perhaps. Understanding the first phrase
"Salamat al-insan" as the usual friendly exclamation
of sympathy or concern for a person's well-being in
a minor illness or injury (you remember the chair's
scissors-like design), we suggest the completion as:
... "al-jalis fl hadha al-makan" (Sorry, old chap,
whoever sits in this place). And here is a more spe-
cific warning: "Salamat al-insan, al-wadif huna
al-?uhran" (To him we hope no woe betides, who sets
down here his own backsides)! As you have already ob-
served, these latter musings can neither clarify the
proverb's meaning, nor would they dignify the cir-
cumstances of a friendly home visit. But maybe I can



still sell them to a cafe owner in Midaq Alley!
This little excursion into Proverbia, as the

Latin puts it, and an attempt to locate another say-
ing in these Arabic collections ( the one above is
listed clearly in Anis Furayha's collection) made
me wish for a full study and indexing of this body of
compact wisdom. What an aid to understanding of the
Arabic civilization it would be, a library reference
tool of first importance.

The Qur'an and the Hadith literature are basic
to Islamic civilization, and quotations from these
permeate its written and spoken communications. Both
of these monumental collections are analyzed in con-
cordances now. The final index volume of the Hadith
concordance set must be nearing completion.

On cards in a vast file in the former School of
Oriental Studies of the Hebrew University in Jerusa-
lem there exists a far advanced Concordance to Clas-
sical Arabic Poetry from the Pre-Islamic Period on-
wards up to the Close of the Umayyad Dynasty (750 AD).
This project was begun by Professor Joseph Horowitz
who was the School's first director from 1926 to his
death in 1931. (See Muslim World 36 (1946) p. 85,
as abstracted from an earlier article in New Pales-
tine by Walter Fischel.) The Concordance is apparent-
ly still growing. And it would be a most worthy pro-
ject for publication by the joint efforts of UNESCO,
the International Union of Academies, and other in-
terested sponsors. Would it not make for peaceful
collaboration in the hate-ravaged Near East? A great
curtain opening of understanding between peoples
should come of this project when the time is right.
Publicity and pressure for it I believe are necessary
factors in bringing the time closer.

We have indexes to Arabic, Hebrew and Persian
periodical files being published and added to our col-
lections. Prior to 1974 our English counterparts
were working on an Index Arabicus that indexed 50
Arabic periodical titles. J.D. Pearson reported to
us at our first workshop on cooperation at Cambridge
(Mass) that it had gone to a Beirut printer. We must
inquire as to its status. Pearson's good suggestions
need our Association's formal attention, I think.
The Arabic Script Union List at Michigan and the Near
East National Union List project at the Library of
Congress deserve our support and aid. The prepara-
tion and use of these and other new bibliographical
aids will make our role as the curtain easier.

The film has to do with our everyday memory and
thinking apparatus. It is a self-contained unit with
many as yet undiscovered capacities. We do know that
the film has the capacity to interface with other



film units of different language patterns. And it
has the capacity to activate and manipulate the tools
collected on our library shelves. At this point we
become the curtain. Ours is a service to patrons
that opens up for them a clearer comprehension of
their own field, and makes it possible for them to
advance in both research and theory.

Now I give you these pictures in oral tradition.
They are an impression of what our task is and who we
are doing it.

James W. Pollock



The Computer As Romanizer

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY

As an instrument of standardization and centrali-
zation, the computer is reshaping the library land-
scape. Microfice COM sets replace card catalogs;
CRTs make obsolete long shelves of bound indexes; pro-
grammers displace filers and searchers; magnetic tapes
disemploy catalogers; and everywhere command strate-
gies, delimiters, and fields spring from the teeth of
the digital dragon.-'- Library literature is replete
with scenarios of an increasingly paperless informa-
tion network and with warnings that unless librarians
embrace the new technology their jobs will be put to
pasture by an aggressive, for-profit information in-
dustry. Whatever the limits of quantified informa-
tion storage and retrieval, electronic technology is
pushing the library world into unfamiliar territory.

The New York Public Library (NYPL) was one of
the first large research libraries to close its card
catalogs and to open a computerized book catalog. The
link of the library's catalog records to its author-
ity file is a good example of the rigor a computer
can bring to bear on standardizing catalog informa-
tion. To appear in the book catalog, an access point
must first be established on the authority file. Per-
sonal and corporate names, topical subjects, series
and other access words are searched in the authority
file to make a match. If the computer cannot find a
match, the finding element is barred from the catalog.
For example, if the Library of Congress (LC) adds a
death date to a personal name, a MARC record including
that name will not be accepted until the authority
file is changed. A correction of the authority file
automatically corrects the personal name form every
time it appears in the book catalog as an access
point. This linkage affords centralized control of a
large and complex file.

By using the same tags as MARC, NYPL's automated
system makes optimum use of the cataloging done cen-
trally at LC. The library ' s computer takes a MARC



record, reformats it to fit local catalog requirements,
and produces a print-out to which a cataloger adds a
classmark and other tagged information, such as Fest-
schrift, to which MARC is indifferent. The computer
searches all access points in the authority file and
establishes those it cannot match. At present a cata-
loger must add cross references and other authority
work to the established form, but as LC's authority
file becomes available on magnetic tape even that work
can flow computer-to-computer. For MARC records the
computer has not totally eliminated human intermedi-
aries, but it does utilize the product of a central
cataloging staff (LC's) to reduce drastically local
duplication of staff time. And of course, the compu-
ter has eliminated a large corps of filers. Managing
a large file is child's play for an IBM 370.

For all its efficiency and manipulability, NYPL's
automated bibliographic system, when instituted in
1972, lacked the capability to manage non-Roman script
languages except in transliterated form. Since then,
NYPL has saved Hebrew and Cyrillic script languages
from romanized display, but all other non-Roman script
languages must still accept total transliteration in
order to see the light of public access. In replacing
the card catalog, the automated file rendered obsolete
the three by five card, a far more flexible format of
which Oriental Division catalogers had made skillful
use in the past. As long as main entry and other ac-
cess points were romanized for filing in the union ca-
talog, de rigueur at NYPL, a cataloger could write or
type the body of the bibliographic record in any script
In this way Oriental language catalogers achieved a
balance between the standards of the centralized union
catalog and the highly pluralistic reality of Asian
language materials.

For example, for many years it was Oriental Div-
ision practice, for Chinese books, to transliterate
main entry and title (using Wade-Giles), often to
translate the title and imprint, and to hand write the
author-title ( and sometimes imprint) description in
Chinese characters in columns running from the right
side of the card to the left. Arabic cataloging was
done in the same way, with the author-title statement
handwritten under the typed transliteration and/or
translation. In addition, the Oriental Division main-
tained a title card file completely in Arabic script
and filed by Arabic alphabetization.

By its very nature, the three by five card served
decentralized interests. It was Melvil Dewey's con-
tribution to the Gutenberg application of the myth of
Cadmus. As long as it was properly coded for filing,
the fifteen square inches of surface was enough for
displaying all manner of scripts. In closing the card
NYPL threw out the Oriental baby with the bath water.


