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Labyrinths, Windmills, Wonders:
Exploring the Frontiers of the Digital Library

Klay Dyer

1 have traveled in my youth; I have wandered in search
of a book.'

Have fun surfing on Canada’s digital frontier!!?

THE TWO EPIGRAPHS that open this introductory
essay — one from Borges’s famous story “La bib-
lioteca de Babel”, the other from a recent electronic
post from noted Canadian historian Michael Behiels,
in which he discusses the potential resources made
available in CIHM’s Early Canadiana Online (ECO) —
provide a number of provocative juxtapositions from
which to begin these prefatory reflections: narrative
text (story and plot) versus epistolary e-text (to, from,
subject). The restlessness and circuitousness that
define acts of wandering brush against the stationary,
path-driven activities of technological surfing. Two
primary verbs, each coloured by a distinctive, though
often ill-fitting, layering of the popular and the legend-
ary: Cain and the Byronic hero give way to ubiquitous
surfer-isms and tales of the monster swells at Lania-
kea. The burden of retrospection (“At that time...”)
collides with anticipatory optimism (“Have fun!”).
And, most importantly for this discussion, the implica-
tions of the library (the institutional, the architectural,
the enclosed) can be read alongside those of the
frontier (lighting out, the geographic, the borderless);
Causabon and Prospero squaring off in the centre of
town against Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.

As both Borges and Behiels imply, there lies at
the heart of these apparent dichotomies a common
belief in the oft-celebrated and seemingly limitless
opportunities of new horizons, wonders that bring
together the mythoi of westward expansion with those
of such exhaustive libraries as Alexandria, la librairie
du roi, and Foucault’s fantasia. As Borges’s anxious

reader acknowledges as he weaves his way through the
hexagonal galleries of one such universal Library, the
dream of a depository that brings together not only all
books ever written but all books that could possibly be
written is, at first impression, a vision of “extravagant
happiness”. It is the dream of readers determined to
understand “themselves to be the masters of an intact

and secret treasure”.>

It is a dream, moreover, that is readily adaptable
to our own digital age, with its capabilities to generate
such powerful electronic libraries as £CO, American
Memory, and the controversial programme of digitali-
zation undertaken by the Bibliothéque de France
earlier this decade. As Roger Chartier notes, such
visionary projects make it possible for this generation
to look with extravagant dreams upon technologies
that effectively dissolve “the heretofore insoluble
distinction between the place of the text and the place
of the reader, and so [make] this ancient dream” of
exhaustiveness “possible, accessible.... All readers,
wherever they might be, with the sole condition that it
be before a reading post connected to a network for
the distribution of computerized documents, [can]
consult, read, study any text, regardless of its original
location.”

Notwithstanding the crucial “sole condition” that
places strict limits on Chartier’s optimism, these
projects have allowed this generation to be envisioned
(and to envision itself) as poised enticingly on the cusp
of “a revolution, a fundamental paradigm shift” in the
practices and philosophies of text dissemination,
preservation, and storage. This is, as many critics
seem (prematurely?) determined to proclaim, “a
threshold moment in the history of libraries and the
forms of knowledge they imply — a moment compara-

Klay Dyer is Assistant Professor at Brock University, where he teaches in Canadian Studies and the
Department of English Language and Literature, with a primary emphasis on nineteenth-century Canadian

writing and culture.
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