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* Ex-Officio

i have always loved Van Gogh’s work. For years I have admired his

Starry Night. One day at New York City’s Museum of Modern Art, I turned

a corner and there it was, so spectacular I almost had to sit down. I could

see the brush strokes and sense the artist’s emotion as he created the paint-

ing. It was an overwhelming experience that could have been improved

only if I’d been able to pursue my Van Gogh interests further, either on the

spot or later at home. Today, that is be-

coming increasingly possible for anyone

with a computer, anywhere on the globe,

thanks to digitized museum collections

and museum libraries.

This summer I attended a National

Academies planning meeting on libraries

and museums in the 21st century. A vice

president of a leading software company

argued that academic libraries as we’ve tra-

ditionally known them are a “dying breed,”

too often pursuing a “lost cause.” Fortu-

nately, at their best, museum libraries are

quickly transforming themselves—from

information providers to connectors, of

people with common interests with each

other, and with millions of images of sci-

entific specimens, historic artifacts, works

of art and all kinds of digitized documents about them. The iPhone gener-

ation is “visiting” museums in many new ways. “Real artifacts,” explained

Museum 2.0 blog founder Nina Simon, “are gaining new lives in personal

memory sites, blogs and collections-based social networks.”

One dramatic example of the new digital diffusion is the Encyclopedia

of Life (EOL), which is building Web sites for each of the 1.8 million known

species on earth. The EOL already has links to 7.4 million pages of books

and journals via the Biodiversity Heritage Library portal (www.biodiver-

sitylibrary.org). The lead partner in this fast-growing portal is the Smith-

sonian Institution Libraries (SIL), which this year celebrates its 40th an-

niversary. Actually 20 libraries in one system, it holds more than 1.5 million

volumes, including 50,000 rare books, 10,000 historic manuscripts and

over 3,000 electronic journals and databases. Its rich Galaxy of Knowledge

Web site (www.sil.si.edu) is a gateway to the Libraries’ collections. SIL began

its digital library in 1996; today it contains items from one of the world’s

largest collections of trade literature, American industry catalogs from 1875

to 1950, and 15,000 pages of reports about collections from the 1838-42 U.S.

Exploring Expedition.

This winter I will host a group of leading creators of interactive learning

experiences and online games to help us imagine the future, including the

use of high-definition 3-D holograms. The Smithsonian’s digital libraries

will continue to enhance our visitors’ experiences with real objects. And

will provide the next best thing to being here to a huge audience worldwide.
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Paradisea raggiana is one of

the many images at the Galaxy

of Knowledge Web site.
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Around the Mall

Life Lines
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