
In this presentation I will be reassessing Angela Giral’s “Collecting and Organizing Architectural Records and Drawings” in light of the 
architectural special collections of the present and future.  Because Special Collections really is a microcosm of the library as a whole – 
we have our own technical services department, our own public services desk, our own collectors, etc. – I’ll be touching very briefly on a 
lot of areas, so if you want more information, please feel free to ask at the end or contact me. 
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For this panel, we were asked to reassess some predictions made in 1987, and form our own about the state of architectural libraries in 
2050.  

The only thing I can predict with any degree of confidence is that any picture I paint of the year 2050 is going to appear hopelessly naïve 
and dated in a mere matter of years. 
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Instead of embarking on this fool’s errand, I will take inspiration from the distinguished Jeanne Brown’s article “Indicators for the Evolution 
of the Academic Architecture Library” and to discuss some of the initiatives and projects we are pursuing at NCSU Libraries Special 
Collections, and frame them as part of larger trends. 

I’ll first lay a background of the contextual differences between Giral in 1987 and me in 2011, and then I will compare Giral’s thoughts on 
different functional activities - collecting, describing, preserving, etc. – against current projects and issues.  I will end with a case study 
that I feel exemplifies many of the ideas I will be putting forward. 

Jeanne M. Brown, “Indicators for the Evolution of the Academic Architecture Library,” Art Documentation, Vol. 25 no. 1 (2006): 6 – 11. 
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Here are four key themes that will run throughout this presentation, which I’d like you to keep them in the back of your mind, along with 
these questions: 

•  How have libraries’ core functions changed scope? 
•  Where are our values, services and resources situated in relation to those of our users? 
•  How can we maximize our strengths and ensure that they are visible to and valued by administration? 
•  In a world of finite resources, what’s the plan for doing more with less?  
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To remind us of how much things have changed, here’s a by no means exhaustive survey of some things that have emerged since the 
Monaghan conference in 1987.  I’ve included things that are particularly relevant to libraries. 
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My predictions, as well as my reaction to Giral’s article, arise from my particular context as an early career librarian in a Special 
Collections department at a land grant university in the south. This is of course very different from Giral’s perspective as the director of 
the Avery Library at Columbia University, arguably the pre-eminent architectural library in the country. We are also a Special Collections 
department for whom architecture is one of approximately five or six main collecting subject areas, and unlike the Avery, we’re located 
about a 10 minute walk away from both the College of Design and the branch library that serves it. 
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Here is the title of Giral’s essay.  It focuses mostly on collecting, negotiating donor agreements, and organizing materials.  These 
activities, along with reference and instruction, would have formed the core functions of special collections in academic libraries in the 
1980s.  

Angela Giral, “Collecting and Organizing Architectural Records and Drawings,” in The Architecture Library of the Future: Complexity and 
Contradiction, ed. Peggy Ann Kusnerz, 83-94.  Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1989. 
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The same article today might be titled differently to reflect the expansion of libraries’ core functions. 

These differences carry over into the envisioning of nightmare scenarios for the architecture library of the future (because after all, you 
can’t imagine the future without some requisite dystopianism).  Whereas Giral’s nightmares revolve around the collection of more 
information than the mind can process, and not having the proper descriptive standards for sharing materials; our future nightmares 
involve libraries becoming completely irrelevant and ceasing to exist altogether. 
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On this slide, you see Giral’s 7-point program for collecting architectural materials. Adopting such a program, and actively collecting in all 
those areas would require a huge time commitment – not just from the library staff, but also from faculty and potential donors. This scope 
is simply not sustainable for a smaller institution, and frankly I am doubtful that any academic library could handle this.   Just for collecting 
in area 1, student work, Giral outlines a process that she describes as “meticulous” and requiring “full faculty participation”. 

Giral, “Collecting and Organizing,” 86-88. 
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The collection scope for the architectural archives of the future will be mitigated by the sheer size of modern architectural archives. In 
1996, Nicolas Olsberg, the then-Chief Curator of the Canadian Center for Architecture, posited that the entire career of a major architect 
from the 1940s & earlier could generally be represented by around 25,000 drawings. 

Nicholas Olsberg, “Documenting Twentieth-Century Architecture: Crisis and Opportunity,” American Archivist, Vol. 29 (Spring 1996), 129. 
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By contrast, the Centre Pompidou, designed in 1979 by Renzo Piano & Richard Rogers comprised around 200,000 drawings.  Although 
this is probably a somewhat exceptional example due to the uniqueness of this building, it’s really not unusual for there to be upwards of 
20,000 drawings produced over the course of a modern building project. 
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The reality is that the cost of supplies & storage for these materials is considerable, even before the labor costs of processing are taken 
into account. 
Our Council on Library Information Resources-funded project, Changing the Landscape, is gathering data on the real costs of collecting 
these materials by timing how long every single aspect of processing takes. 
This will give us better information on which to base our decisions about what is and what isn’t worth keeping. 
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Now we come to the fool’s errand part of the presentation – the prediction, which will appear in red at the end of every functional section. 

The unfortunate reality is that we’re going to have to get ruthless. Do we really need to keep each and every one of those 200,000 
drawings of the Centre Pompidou?  One could argue yes, because it’s an important building by two important architects.  But do we need 
to apply this to all Rogers and Piano buildings? If we have no legal requirements to do so, would we really want to keep hundreds of 
thousands of drawings of the Rogers and Piano Universal Oil Products building in Tadworth, England? Would we apply these criteria to 
all architects? 
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Another threat to access to architectural archives is intellectual property rights. Giral calls for explicit donor agreements, and this holds 
even truer today, particularly in light of the movement to digitize materials for online access.  If libraries and archives are only willing to 
digitize works for which we have been explicitly given copyright, then many collections – a significant number of which might not even 
have a living copyright holder - will remain invisible. 
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Legislation will always be trying to keep up with technological developments – we saw this with the Digital Millennium Copyright Act. 

You may get permission from an architect to reproduce his drawings, but does this include the ability to use a 3-D printer to create a tiny 
scale model of the buildings? 

Libraries will need to have the courage to undertake a risk assessment and determine what they consider to be due diligence in locating 
rights holders. 
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Throughout her article, Giral is quite concerned with access and how description and descriptive standards can either enable or 
obfuscate this. I’m not going to talk much about architectural descriptive standards since things have come a long way since 1987 with 
the Getty vocabularies, and will continue to improve with the Built Works Registry Carole Ann Fabian told us about yesterday. 
Giral concludes her article with this quote from Umberto Eco’s novel In the Name of the Rose.  This quote is particularly appropriate to 
Special Collections and their notorious archival backlog. For those of you unfamiliar with the archival backlog, this is the significant 
percentage of archival materials that are in storage, essentially unavailable to the public, because the time-intensive procedures 
traditionally applied to processing SC materials simply can’t keep up with the rate of acquisition. 
In recent years, archives have begun to adopt a minimal approach to processing, where not every item gets touched or described – 
description happens on a higher, aggregate level. We are looking to apply this theory to digitization and metadata. 

Giral, “Collecting and Organizing,” 94. 
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To this end, we are currently exploring ways to automate metadata creation for digital collections. 

Working with Brian Dietz, our Digital Program Librarian, Jason Ronallo, Digital Collections Technology Librarian, has created a computer 
script that can automatically extract metadata from the EAD XML our finding aids and use them to populate fields in a digital object 
record.  His code – written in Ruby - is open-source and available at the URL listed on screen. While this doesn’t make for ideal 
metadata, it allows us to get more items digitized, online, and available to researchers quickly.  This also doesn’t preclude the possibility 
of enhancing the metadata of materials identified as higher priority. 
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We need to learn to let go of our librarian-ness and accept quick and dirty description if we want to make our materials available in an 
efficient and expedient manner. The other option is to outsource.  
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Another significant threat to discovery of architecture archives in the future is born-digital materials, which are a huge problem for all 
archives. 

One of the projects I’m working on is the Hunt Documentation Project, an initiative to document a new library NC State is building.  The 
majority of the materials associated with this project are born-digital, so we are using this as an opportunity to develop and test a digital 
curation infrastructure for all of our digital materials. 
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With the Hunt project we are not getting any CAD files – some may consider this unfortunate, while I see it as lucky. 

CAD & 3-D modeling software, which are tools used by just about every architect practicing in the past 25 plus years, is the elephant in 
room for the architectural SC of the future. CAD software comes in a number of different flavors, all of them involving proprietary formats, 
and unlike, say, Microsoft Word, there is no single program in dominant use. 
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In 1996, Nicholas Olsberg noted “There is no standard for physical storage of the medium that ensures long-term preservation without 
costly migration and updating programs, and no intellectual standard in software or description that ensures compatibility and 
accessibility of any record that is so preserved.” Shockingly, this is still largely true today.  

Some institutions have begun investigating this problem.   Most notable of these is MIT’s FAÇADE project - but the solution they are 
developing (which includes having CAD experts on team, frequent file migration, and keeping a historical software and hardware 
collection) is simply not feasible for smaller institutions. 

Nicholas Olsberg, “Documenting Twentieth-Century Architecture: Crisis and Opportunity,” American Archivist, Vol. 29 (Spring 1996), 133. 
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The architectural archives of the future are basically held hostage by the CAD industry.  The existence of the majority of the architectural 
archives created over the past 25 plus years hangs in the balance. 
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In her article, Giral enthuses about AVIADOR and networked access to the Research Libraries Information Network database. 

She describes the process of doing a subject search for FLW in the RLIN database and essentially got the following results (I’ve left out 
periodical titles), listed on the left. Contrast this with the WorldCat search I did, which is on the right.  Mind you, many of these could be 
duplicate entries, but we’re still looking at exponential growth of information. 

Giral, “Collecting and Organizing,” 91. 
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Although this growth is impressive, it’s dwarfed by the scope of information available in formats that didn’t exist in Giral’s day. 
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Of course, the ability to digitize information plays a big role in this growth, and digitization is a big part of SC today.  Digitization has been 
going on for many years now, but we haven’t necessarily figured out the best practices for building digital collections.    
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Knowing that we don’t hold the collections of superstar architects like Frank Lloyd Wright, we can’t afford to take a “build it and they will 
come” attitude.  Our current digitization project, Beaux Arts to Modernism, is an example of some of the ways we are exploring new 
approaches to digital content.  
First, we have convened an advisory board of scholars – comprised of architects, architectural historians, and historic preservationists - 
to advise us on content, metadata, site functionalities, etc.  We are also undertaking usability testing on the site to ensure a researcher-
friendly interface. 
Finally, we are not taking the more common approach to digitization, where a small handful of items are selected for what is essentially a 
web exhibit.  Beaux Arts to Modernism is designed as a research tool, with a full suite of drawings on each building project available 
online.  
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Digital special collections will live and die by their user-friendliness. 

Considering that a computer built today can understand informational context well enough to win Jeopardy, computers of the future will 
be able to use this ability to understand context, combined with the ability to rapidly process tons of data, and quickly anticipate 
researchers’ questions. 
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Continuing on with the theme of user-centered services, it has become critical to place yourself in the user’s path.  With the explosion in 
mobile devices and smart phones, the NCSU Libraries Digital Library Initiatives department was interested in developing a location-
aware mobile project. Lisa Carter, our Head of Special Collections, suggested the idea of doing a campus tour app using existing 
digitized resources from Special Collections.  

The result was Wolfwalk, a historical guide to NC State’s campus.  It was first developed as a mobile website, then as a native iPhone 
app. 

The app uses your geographic location to show you the sites of interest on campus closest to you, or you an also browse a list of sites. 
When you choose a site, you can view historical images of the site from the University Archives Photo Collection. 
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We are looking at other platforms for re-purposing our digital content & exploring new ways of interacting with our materials. 
Our library is currently investigating two multi-touch, gesture-based computing platforms: the Microsoft Surface (top) & Perceptive Pixel 
(bottom). 
Right now, images from our university archives are available on the Surface.  We’re looking at getting our architectural collections on 
these platforms as well, as the scale of these technologies makes them ideal for displaying high-res files of large architectural drawings.  

Both digital initiatives – the multi-touch platforms and Wolf Walk - enhance the visibility of our collections to higher-ups in library 
administration and give us a wider campus presence. 
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Users will only encounter information that has been placed directly in their path, which means that we will need to go wherever the most 
popular platforms are. 

We already see this happening with WolfWalk, as the App store version, which is only usable on Apple products, gets 10 times the traffic 
of the web app, which is usable on any mobile devices with web browsers. 
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As we invest a great deal of time and energy into making our collections available in a number of platforms, outreach has become really 
important for ensuring that users know they exist.   

Although Special Collections have the advantage of our unique collections, students today - especially those outside the history 
disciplines - aren’t very familiar with these kinds of materials, or how they can be used. 

We devised an event called the Monthly Special, where, once a month, we take a selection of materials over to the College of Design 
Library for students to browse through.  
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Browsing is very important to visually-oriented design students, and this is very hard to enable. There aren’t a lot of opportunities for 
students to stumble across our materials when they are stored in a vault & offsite. 

We’ve held two of these events so far, and have found that students are really excited by the old physical materials - just to be able to 
touch a book from the 1800s, or to examine architectural drawings done by hand. 
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There will always be something kind of magical about the physical artifact.  But we will have to work hard to educate our audience about: 
•  what primary sources are 
•  how they can be used 
•  how to access them or  
•  even that they exist  

Outreach will depend on slick marketing campaigns in order for our events to cut through the noise of media (social and otherwise). 

By way of conclusion, I’d like to describe a small collaborative project we’ve undertaken with David Hill, an architecture professor at 
NCSU, which combines old materials with new technologies and highlights the importance of reaching out to constituent audiences. 
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Professor Hill teaches a digital representation class where, among other things, students learn visualization skills and software programs 
for creating digital drawings and models.  
We provided him with high-resolution scans of house drawings by George Matsumoto, who was a well-known mid-century Modernist 
architect who taught at the NC State College of Design in the 1940s and 50s. 
Students then used these drawings to create 3-D models of the houses in Google Sketchup.  We then closed the feedback loop by 
acquiring the student projects for our digital collections. 
Now that we are in our second year of the collaboration, Professor Hill has incorporated a class visit into the project so students have the 
opportunity to see the drawings firsthand. 
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Here’s a video made from the Sketchup models that a couple of Prof. Hill’s students produced for an exhibition at a museum on campus.  
In some ways, this project represents some old-fashioned outreach & instruction – it’s about bringing primary source materials into the 
classroom.  In other ways, it is fairly unique: Special Collections don’t often engage the practice side of architectural education. 

This project is exciting because it represents a bridge between the past and the present. Professor Hill’s students learn about historical 
architects & how they responded to local conditions & vernaculars. They become acquainted with traditional techniques and discover the 
craft of hand-drawing. From our perspective, this project helps us broaden the scope of our audience beyond historians.  Strategically, it 
plants a seed in the students’ minds about Special Collections and the valuable materials they hold.  It situates our materials directly in 
student and faculty work, which is where most libraries want to be.  Finally, the models we have collected can augment researchers’ 
understanding of these houses & will be a nice value-added feature when we go to digitize our Modernist collections. 
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With that, I will leave you with one final prediction. 

In the architectural special collections of the future, we will need to be bold yet responsive, strategic yet flexible, and willing to take on the 
occasional fool’s errand, no matter how it might make us look in a couple of years. 
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