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Manuel Ramos Medina, Director, Center for the Study of the History of Mexico CARSO
Back at the WDL Content Selection Working Group Meeting on January 2009 in Cairo, the idea of selecting multi-national subjects was proposed, as a means for building our library not only through the single efforts of every individual  content provider, but also through working groups comprising institutions from different  countries.   Later John van Oudenaren and us thought of Mesoamerican Codices as an international subject of that sort. 

The Mesoamerican Codices, or Pictographic Manuscripts  in the native tradition, were produced roughly from the 16th to the18th Century by indigenous hands from Mesoamerica, a cultural region that covered most of present-day Mexico  and South to Honduras in Central America,.  A few of them were created before the Spanish conquest (which began in 1519), but most surviving items were done later, since the conquerors destroyed the vast majority of these codices.

They were the books of the Mesoamerican peoples, whether Maya, Nahua, Mixtec, Otomi or  other cultures.  Some were commisioned by the Spanish authorities or missionaries, for informational reasons, to learn more about the indigenous  tributary systems,  calendars, crafts or gods . Others were done by the indigenous societies for their own purposes, particularly for legal suits, such as defending their land or boundaries, or protesting against excessive labor or tributes. The Mesoamerican codices done in vicerregal times retained the indigenous written expressions, a true mirror of their esthetics, thought, culture and history. Bursting with information both in their content and in their modes of expression, they are surviving books from radically different cultures,  which, before the Conquest, had completely separate evolutions.   

Even though Mexico has dozens of such rare artefacts, the wave of history bore the majority of them away, until they  landed safely in more than thirty institutions of at least twenty countries in the world. Many are well known and are considered unique works of art and unique cultural treasures. Some are virtually unknown. 

Our purpose is to get most of them  into our library. Already a few major Mesoamerican Codices have been included,  coming from the Mexican partners in WDL and a couple of American partners. For the purpose of presenting our idea to the libraries that hold Mesoamerican codices, a meeting took place on May 19-21 in Mexico City, thanks to the joint effort of Mexican institutions, both public and private, the WDL and the support of  foreign embassies. We had five directors  as well as curators and other specialists from fifteen foreign libraries of such cities as Florence, Bologna, Madrid, Oxford, Vienna, Berlin, , and --from the US --the Pennsylvania and Brooklyn Museums, and the Latin American libraries of Austin, John Carter Brown, Tulane, Congress and FAMSI. Each representative gave a short presentation. The selection of codices thus represented was awesome. 

The general idea resulting from the very successful  and well appointed meeting was that such a vast project has never been done before, and now, thanks to the new technologies, it is feasible.  The collection of Mesoamerican codices in a single place, open to all, with the best resolution possible, was considered to be of extraordinary benefit  for the use of specialists, students and interested individuals. Even more so due to  the intrinsic value of these artefacts coming to us from lost cultures, and because their visual quality makes them attractive both for their beauty  and for their richness of meaning, still waiting to be fully deciphered. 

Follow up and proposals
1. The major codices have generally been published before and many are already digitized. Individual discussions will follow with each library or museum, as customary with the WDL, to invite them as partners and to establish with their curators the documentary lines to follow in each case. 
2. The Mexican partners of WDL: National Council for Culture and the Arts (CONACULTA), National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH); Center for the Study of the History of Mexico CARSO, and the General Archive of the Nation (AGN) are joining to create a Mexican Digital Library, BDMx. We are planning to build in it digital collections of Mexican documents, electronic editions and other related projects. We will need to harmonize these iniciatives with the Codices collection to be built in WDL.

3. Content providers are generally  the most qualified sources for selecting and describing the items to be included, but it would be advisable, for this project group as well as for others,  to have curatorial support, in order  to ascertain the accuracy of both selection and description in each case.   

