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        THE AMERICAN PRIVATE UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 

                          Yale and Her Brethren from Colonies to Computers 

[IGTB dustjacket] 

 Many of us living on the Eastern Seaboard, home to America’s original colonial colleges, 

think we know a bit―at least anecdotes― about their libraries.  Up in Cambridge, John Harvard 

dies young and, without a will and on his deathbed, leaves his library to a fledgling college, 

named after him in gratitude.  Down in New Haven, ten Congregational ministers bring forty 

folios to their first meeting as trustees, donations to what was then called the Collegiate School, 

sixteen years before Elihu Yale sends funds to finish their school’s first building, which, again in 

gratitude, was named Yale College.  

But the fuller stories of these now renowned American university libraries, or those of 

their brethren William & Mary, Princeton, and Columbia, cannot be learned in any published 

comprehensive books about them.  An exhibition catalogue published by the Harvard University 

Library in 1986 on the 350th anniversary of that library notes in an aside [quote] “the lack of full-

length histories for other major university libraries…” (an observation which elides the fact that 

this Cambridge publication was not really one, either). 

 If you name-check my book’s index, you will find references not only to Yale’s four pre-

Declaration of Independence contemporaries already mentioned, but to fully 54 other 

university and private libraries, both here and abroad, some older, like Oxbridge, but most 

younger, which Yale University Library has been influenced by, or influenced, or has otherwise 

dealt with over its now three-plus centuries.  This evening’s remarks will necessarily omit any 

detailed discussion of them, of course (although you will hear some references to several of 

them).  But the library in New Haven did much to establish the institutional pattern for the 

subsequent development of university libraries in America, from library access and services, to 

the assembling of research collections, to the targeted acquisition of rare books, as the library’s 

purpose mutated from storehouse for preservation of collections to factory for the production 

of scholarship. 
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 The Harvard College library was of course the first template, since all of Yale’s first 

trustees but one had graduated from Harvard.  But the always-smaller, always younger college 

library in Connecticut soon surpassed its rival in Cambridge in several respects.  Let me count 

some of the ways, others to be named later.  The Yale College Library was the first college 

library in this country 

 •  to possess copies of the complete works of Shakespeare, a 9-volume edition only 

published in London in 1714, from Elihu Yale himself in 1718; 

 •  to allow juniors, sophomores and freshmen to withdraw books, in 1727; 

 •  the first to buy books, with funds from selling duplicates, in 1731; 

 •  the first to allow undergraduates to enter the library, in 1740 (not permitted at 

Harvard until 1765); 

 •  the first to allow student access to the stacks, also in 1740; 

 •  the first to print a catalog for undergraduates that was classified by subject (and not 

alphabetic by volume size), in 1743―this also the first library catalog in America to be indexed; 

 •  the first to have the first endowed book fund, in 1763; 

 •  the first to send the college professors abroad to buy books, in 1805 and 1822; 

 •  the first to mount a campaign among alumni for cash donations to the library, in 

1818;  

 •  the first to give its librarian his own office, in 1843; and 

 •  the first to publish a periodical journal about a university library’s collections, the Yale 

University Library Gazette, in 1926. 

  And, it must be noted, Yale was lucky.  It never in its history suffered a 

devastating fire, as William & Mary did in 1705, and as Harvard did in 1764.  Nor did any Yale 

president suffer like Harvard’s John Kirkland in 1823, when student rioters lit bonfires in the 
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Yard, and one disgruntled collegian even ransacked the Cambridge armory for shells and 

powder to blow up the library. 

 But, as I discovered when I began work on this book, gathering such facts, with enough 

dogged research, is relatively easy.  Designing a comprehensive, soup-to-nuts history of a 

library, when it’s never been done before, is hard. 

Arguably, there are two aspects to a library, the exterior or patron-visible part, and the 

interior or patron-invisible part, each aspect itself having two parts.  For the exterior, those 

elements are the origins of the collections, and the architecture of their housing.  For the 

interior, they are the strategies of growth and the changing metaphors of use. The growth of a 

library is organic and at times irregular, but I hope this framing of the components will help 

explain the whole course of development. 

[portrait of Wilmarth Sheldon Lewis, p. 272] 

 The Yale Library Associates was the first ever alumni support group in an American 

university to acquire rare books, founded in 1930.  One of its early presidents was Wilmarth 

Sheldon Lewis, the founder of what is now the Lewis Walpole Library, housing his collections of 

the letters of Horace Walpole and printed matter of his times.  This library, originally his home 

in Farmington, Connecticut, its itself a branch of Yale University Library.  He made this 

observation [quote]: 

What might be called “The private life of a public or university library” is a neglected 

subject.  Everyone who uses a library knows about its public side, the catalogues, the 

reading, reference, and periodical rooms, the elevators, stacks, and cubicles…. Of the 

private life of the place, the personal dealings of the librarian with countless people 

outside the library upon whom its welfare depends, they know little. 

 This “private life” begins with the origins of the collections.  In the subtitle of my book, 

that origin begins in 1656, although Yalies and perhaps others in the audience will know that 

the Collegiate School in New Haven was not founded until 1701. 

[portrait of John Davenport, p. 4] 
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The New Haven Colony was established on Long Island Sound’s north shore in 1638 by a 

company of men and women emigrating from England led by the Oxford-educated Reverend 

John Davenport, pictured here, and Theophilus Eaton, its first governor.  Their party traveled to 

Boston in 1637 in a two-ship convoy led by the Hector. 

Unnoted, it seems, in previous histories of Harvard and Yale Universities, is that the 

Hector brought across the Atlantic not only Davenport and Eaton, but also John Harvard, son of 

a London butcher whose cowherds and a few cows were in the second boat (the “Harvard 

Yard” was to be cut out of the “Cambridge cow yards”).  Also on board were the precious 

private library books of John Harvard, John Davenport, and Theophilus Eaton’s younger brother 

Samuel. The Hector, it turns out, was the Mayflower of American college libraries. 

[Chart of the Hector and its books, p. 15] 

 This chart shows what became of that precious literary cargo, in three streams of 

ownership and disposition.  On the far right, those of John Harvard, some 319 titles in 400 

volumes.  Sadly, and not shown in this timeline, all but one of these perished when the Harvard 

library building with all its contents burned to the ground in 1764 (and the student who 

returned it hadn’t checked it out, and he was promptly expelled). 

 The center column illustrates that Governor Eaton’s younger brother Samuel, when he 

returned permanently to England to work for Oliver Cromwell, left his books in trust with the 

Governor for a future “college” in New Haven, just 19 years after the founding of Harvard 

College, and 37 years before the founding of William & Mary.  These were at Theophilus’s 

death―we only know about this “trust” from his will―turned over to the Colony’s fiercest 

champion for a college there, the Reverend John Davenport. Left in his New Haven house when 

at his career’s end he went to preach in Boston, they were seized by New Haven authorities in 

the belief these were the town’s books, only to be stored unused in a chest in the schoolhouse. 

In 1689 these precious volumes were purchased from the town by Davenport’s 

successor in New Haven’s First Church, the Reverend James Pierpont, for 32 bushels of Indian 

corn and 40 pounds of rye―the commodities in which Pierpont’s salary was paid. 
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 The final column to the left shows the journey of Reverend Davenport’s own books, 

bequeathed down through his daughter in law to his granddaughter Abigail, who fortuitously 

married Reverend Pierpont.  Pierpont by then had become the moving force among the ten 

Congregational ministers in parishes along Long Island Sound.  Tired of making contributions of 

“College corn” to Harvard where their parishioners’ sons had been being sent for their 

education, in 1701 they founded the Collegiate School.  Those ministers’ names are in the 

bottom right-hand corner of this chart. 

[Book-Giving Frieze, p. iii] 

 In the first meeting of the trustees in a Branford, Connecticut parsonage, they were said 

to have brought for a fledgling library some “forty folios” from their private collections―shown 

here is a bas-relief of this event to be found today in the nave of the Sterling Memorial Library.  

Each trustee, the story continues, proclaimed “I give these books”―hence my book’s title.  

Actual delivery of these folios probably did not occur on that day, but the scientist Stephen Jay 

Gould once observed [quote] “almost every canonical tale is false in the same way―a less 

interesting reality converted to a simple story with a message." 

[signatures of the founding trustees, p. 13] 

 But each of these Congregational parsons did give some books, if not all at once then 

over time, and all― with these autograph marks of ownership― may be seen today in Yale’s 

Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library.  And in due course, after peripatetic storage with 

successive rectors in various towns along the Sound before the Collegiate School’s move from 

Saybrook to a permanent home in New Haven, these books had a building. 

[architect’s elevation, First College House, p. 34] 

The second of my four elements of library description is the architecture of the housing 

of the collections.  This is a 20th century rendering of the First College House.  You can see, in 

the upper of the two images all the way to the left, the dedicated room for the library.  

(Harvard’s original library was much like this, a room 18 x 30 feet on the second floor of  

another multi-purpose, all wooden hall, finished in 1642.)   
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This building’s construction had stopped when the Collegiate School ran out of money, 

and Cotton Mather (a fellow of the Harvard Corporation but disgruntled at not getting that 

college’s presidency) wrote to a wealthy Anglo-Indian nabob returned from Madras to London, 

Elihu Yale.  Mather’s appeal for funds declared [quote]: “Your munificence might easily obtain 

for you such a commemoration and perpetuation of your valuable name, which would indeed 

be much better than an Egyptian pyramid.”  Mather was not wrong, and after receipt of the 

auction proceeds from Elihu’s consignment of several valuable bales of Indian textiles sold on 

the Boston piers, the Collegiate School completed its first building and renamed itself after it, as 

“Yale College”. 

[cross-section of first library, p. 36] 

 This little room was to be filled, not by purchase, but by donations.  This is true of all of 

the original colonial college libraries.  The notion that a seat of higher learning ought to buy its 

own library materials was virtually unknown in the century of the founding of the first three 

American colleges.  This was also true in the mother country: Harvard historian Samuel Eliot 

Morison, in his examination of Oxford and Cambridge colleges in the period from 1595 to 1640, 

failed to uncover a single instance of a college there spending money on books.  

But these donations had to be solicited: a middleman was required, and Yale College 

was fortunate to have one, in a Harvard graduate of 1699, Jeremiah Dummer, shown here. 

[portrait of Dummer, p. 27] 

Failing after post-graduate education in Europe to get a Harvard faculty post or a town 

pulpit, Dummer returned to England, spending the rest of his life there in political and cultural 

service to his native New England.  As the New Haven Colony’s agent, Dummer charmed 

donations of books out of Sir Richard Steele, Sir Isaac Newton, and Sir Hans Sloane; while many 

gifted titles were theological, he also procured books of history, philosophy, medicine, 

literature, and travel, with titles from Clarendon, Boyle, and Locke.  Of 517 books secured and 

shipped to America by Dummer (and a fifth of those donated are estimated not to have 

survived the ocean voyage), the variety of subjects in the Yale Library was greater than that of 
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Harvard, as shown by their respective catalogues, with more theology up in Cambridge (58% to 

Yale’s 46%). 

[Clap’s List of Benefactors, p. 86] 

Shown here is the list of benefactors, at the back of Thomas Clap’s Annals or History of 

Yale-College in New Haven, published in 1766, where on the top of the left hand page you can 

see the entry for the “forty folios” and Clap’s estimate of their value in pounds sterling, and on 

the top at the right, references to Elihu Yale, with his gifts of “books” and then of “goods”, and 

then third from the top, the listing of Jeremiah Dummer’s gift of his own books, not those he 

had solicited. 

The second great foundational gift of books arrived in 1733 from George Berkeley, Dean 

of Derry, who like John Davenport was a frustrated college founder.  When his plan for one in 

Bermuda collapsed, he was persuaded to give to Yale College the books he had gathered for his 

own project, nearly 1,000 volumes, almost doubling the Yale Library’s holdings.   The titles in 

literature, some 28%, outnumbered the theological tomes’ 25%, bringing to New Haven the 

works of Spenser, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Milton, and Pope.  While Harvard’s library 

according to its catalogue of 1723 had some 3,500 volumes, and Yale’s in 1742 had only 2,600, 

the boys in New Haven, according to Harvard historian Morison [quote] “had a much more 

modern and serviceable collection than its elder rival.” 

[ graffiti in the library’s books, p. 91] 

 Collegians misbehave in libraries, of course.  Here are two examples of student graffiti in 

the margins, sometimes commenting on illustrations, like the scatological one on the left, and 

sometimes, as evidenced by the defiant scrawl on the right, slicing out the picture plates 

themselves.  (Another example, not shown here to spare your blushes, proves that at least one 

Yale undergraduate had a copy of the great pornographic novel of his day, Fanny Hill.) 

[bookplates of Linonia and Brothers, p. 56] 

But on the whole, the collegians were a more positive force.  Largely forgotten now are 

the 18th-century libraries for personal reading formed and funded by the undergraduates 
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themselves.  The first effective agency of intellect to make itself felt in the American college 

was the debating club or “literary society.”  Often existing on campuses in pairs, they first 

appeared at Yale, with Linonia, in 1763, and its rival Brothers in Unity, founded in 1768.  Down 

at Princeton, it was the American Whig, founded in 1769 by among others James Madison, and 

the Cliosophic, in 1770; up at Harvard, in third place, it was the Institute of 1770, and then 

Hasty Pudding, founded in 1795.  

The Yale literary societies, their bookplates pictured here, not only fostered debate, but 

their members also taxed themselves to establish libraries, which they filled with books 

teaching them how to speak and write well.  The volumes prized in the society 

libraries―oratory, history, and poetry, all instruments of delight and emotion―were peripheral 

to the curriculum.  In 1769 the first donations to Linonia’s fledging library were made by Nathan 

Hale and two of his classmate.  They bought their own run of Addison and Steele’s Spectator, a 

set of Shakespeare, Milton’s Paradise Lost, and the novels of Fielding and Smollett.    

Their self-imposed rules included holding their library open every day (as the college 

library was not) and requiring books to be returned within the week.  The authorities gave them 

rooms in college buildings, and the boys hired and paid one of their number to be society 

librarian.  Each society permitted members of the other to borrow its books, and even the 

faculty borrowed therefrom for their general reading.  In 1770 Linonia and Brothers together 

owned roughly 100 volumes.  By 1839, the books in their libraries numbered 15,000, while Yale 

College owned only 10,500.  Up in Cambridge, the Harvard College library (65 years older than 

Yale’s) boasted 45,000 volumes, but there were only 4,500 in the society libraries there, less 

than a third of the number in New Haven. 

[the “Old Library, p. 117] 

 The individual libraries of Yale College, Linonia, and Brothers were finally to be housed 

together in the first Yale building which was solely a library.  This trend began in American 

colleges at the University of South Carolina, in 1840, followed by Harvard’s in 1841, and Yale’s, 

shown here, in 1843.  In these buildings, the great enemies of libraries―fire, water, theft, 

humidity, and dust―were attempted to be conquered on a large scale.     
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 Yale’s new structure was mildly cathedral-like, but as shown here, consisted of three 

parallel rectangles connected by deep wings, and featured fully five front doors, the two at 

each end leading into the separate libraries of Linonia and of Brothers, administered by their 

own librarians.  There was no heating due to fear of fire, and for further protection the load-

bearing masonry firewalls cut each segment off from its adjacent neighbors.  It was not so much 

a place of scholarly research, but a Wunderkammer of not only books― housed in deep alcoves 

on either side of a central aisle in a church-like structure―but a diverse collection of ancestral 

busts and portraits (including the death mask of Oliver Cromwell), ancient coins, stuffed 

animals, geological specimens, a replica of the Rosetta Stone, and interestingly, a surviving 

description informs us, the [quote] “anklets and bracelets of Egyptian dancing girls.”  (Yale 

College was not to admit women, Egyptian, dancing, or otherwise, until 1969.) 

 Note that this building’s location at the center of Yale’s Old Campus evinced a shift 

more profound than its clearly ecclesiastical architecture: this was Yale’s first conscious effort 

to put the library at the center of the campus, instead of the chapel. 

We’ll conclude the discussions of the architecture of the housing of the ever-growing 

library with descriptions of the Sterling Memorial Library, opening in 1931, and the Beinecke 

Rare Book & Manuscript Library, opening in 1963. 

[portrait of John Sterling, p. 202] 

What is now simply called “Sterling” is the fruit of the munificence of John William 

Sterling, a graduate of the class of 1864.  Upon his death in 1918, he left Yale a bequest of $15 

million.  The residuary estate amounted to $18 million, equivalent today to over $300 million.  

His will required the university to fund with his gift [quote] “at least one enduring, useful, and 

architecturally beautiful building, which will constitute a fitting Memorial of my gratitude and 

affection for my Alma Mater…and...other fine and enduring buildings for the use of students.”  

[close quote] It was then the largest sum of money ever donated to an American institution of 

higher learning; it remains, when adjusted for inflation, Yale’s largest gift ever.  (By way of 

comparison, Eleanor Widener’s gift to Harvard three years earlier in 1915 for the Widener 

Library was $3.5 million). 
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[portrait of James Gamble Rogers, p. 205] 

The architect was likewise an alumnus, James Gamble Rogers, class of 1889.  After designing 

the library, he lobbied his client Edward Harkness to fund Yale’s residential college system for 

upperclassmen in a loose constellation surrounding the library, and in time Rogers also 

designed Yale’s ten original residential colleges. 

[Rogers’s plan for university development, p. 206] 

Yale had become a “university” in 1887, the legal recharacterization meant to indicate 

the home of a wider variety of educational specializations. For that to become a psychological 

reality, the university’s geographical center had to move north, away from the Old Campus and 

toward the science laboratories already built on Whitney and Prospect Streets.  This is the 

growth forecast in Rogers’ plan for 1930 shown here, with Sterling Library shown centered, just 

to the left of the plan’s caption. This was also the fulfillment of a sentiment expressed at a 

national library conference occurring just after the Civil War: [quote] “Inasmuch as the library is 

the heart of the university, it should be given a central position from which the other buildings 

radiate.” 

[Repeat of dustjacket design] 

Rogers’s plan for Sterling was innovative, and much different than Columbia University’s 

Low Library of 1897, built alongside the main quadrangle, designed by McKim, Mead & White in 

allusion to both the Roman Pantheon and Jefferson’s University of Virginia Rotunda.  Rogers 

changed the typical horizontal library orientation to a vertical one, employing the setback 

skyscraper style popularized in New York City by Raymond Hood, and stacking the books on 15 

levels (the basement made 16).  The entrance was a mere two feet above High Street, avoiding 

the patron-taxing monumental stairs of the Columbia and Harvard libraries.  The final cost was 

$7.8 million. 

[Chamberlain etching of Sterling entrance, p. 188] 

One reason for that cost was the extraordinary ornamentation, seen only dimly here on 

the entrance façade in this 1935 etching.  Yale Librarian Andrew Keogh welcomed the design 
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choice of Gothic rather than 1920’s functionalism because [quote] “Gothic lends itself readily to 

expansion.”  The Yale Corporation was so desirous that the ornamentation be extraordinary 

that it vetoed six tiers of bookstacks, sacrificing shelf capacity for two million more books― 

meaning that the new library would be half filled as soon as it was opened―instead of 

compromising on the building’s level of detail.  As a result, the inside was as spectacular as the 

outside.   

[SML nave photo, p. 211] 

Here is a photograph of the nave with its five bays, angled to permit a view of the 

memorial tribute to Sterling, constituting an ecclesiastical entrance to the modern bookstack 

tower. The floor plan was also innovative.  When architect Rogers designed the Butler Library 

for Columbia, its reading rooms and staff work areas were compactly fitted around all four sides 

of the central fifteen-level bookstack.  For Sterling Memorial Library, the rooms for use were all 

in the forefront, left and right off the nave, before one entered the bookstack. 

 

[SML 1st floor plan, p. 213] 

  Here you see the main reading room to the left, twice the length of the 150-foot-long 

nave, below which in this floorplan is the reserve book reading room.  To the right, across from 

that, is the Linonia and Brothers library―known today as “L & B”― named for the two ancient, 

now vanished literary societies, but home to books of fiction like theirs for recreational reading.  

To the right of that, the Rare Book Room, now (after the creation of the Beinecke Rare Book 

Library), the home to the library’s Manuscripts and Archives department.  The great open 

courtyard on which the L & B library fronts may be seen through its windows, and includes as a 

central fountain a faux monks’ washing basin.  The second open courtyard, above the Periodical 

Reading Room on this floor plan, has now been completely filled in with the Gilmore Music 

Library in 1991, shown here, fulfilling Librarian Keogh's prediction of flexibility.   

[Gilmore Music Library, p. 291] 
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We have come a long way from the single room library in the wooden building named Yale 

College, after this donor, Elihu Yale, shown in stained glass in the nave. 

[Elihu Yale window, p. 218.] 

And when Sterling opened, in April 1931, the librarians paraded over from the Old 

Library, centered within the 18th and 19th century Old Campus, to their new home for the 20th 

century, bearing books gifted by the founding ministers (some of which still trailed their original 

security chains).  Initially, these reposed in a replica built within Sterling, seen here, of the 

original single-room college library. 

[1742 Library in SML, p. 223] 

But in three more decades, these treasures and many more to come had their own purpose- 

built building. 

[Beinecke Plaza, p. 267] 

 Pictured here is the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, which opened in 1963; 

beyond, above its left hand corner, you can see Sterling, to which it is connected by an 

underground tunnel.  When constructed, it was the largest building in the world devoted solely 

to the storage of rare books, at 130,000 square feet (it has since been surpassed by the Harry 

Ransom Center at the University of Texas in Austin, named after its first director, a Yale Ph.D., 

but that primacy has an asterisk because the Ransom Center’s fourth floor was partly designed 

to be classrooms in order to win federal funds.)  Beinecke was designed to hold 800,000 books, 

mostly beneath the plaza you see.  Rare book authority Anthony Hobson called the Beinecke 

[quote] “the most imaginative construction of its kind for at least two centuries.” 

[Library Shelving Facility. P. 287] 

Today, 2/3rds of its collections are housed in Hamden, Connecticut, in Yale’s Library Shelving 

Facility, the books sorted to fit in modules by size―just like the folios, quartos, and octavos in 

the alcoves of the original library. 
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[Beinecke Central Bookstack, p. 265] 

 Destined to become the most famous building designed by architect Gordon Bunshaft of 

Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, the Beinecke featured (like Sterling’s skyscraper bookstack) its own 

innovation, the incredible glass-walled bookstack in its center, holding 160,000 books.  This 

became in time the model for the central glass bookstacks of each of the Ransom Center, the 

Lyndon Johnson Presidential Library (also in Austin), and the new home of the British Library. 

You see here, from the inside, the exterior squares of Vermont marble framed in 

granite, giving an interior glow.  The librarians’ offices are below, around a sunken sculpture 

garden courtyard.  The exhibition hall around the bookstack, some of the vitrines visible in this 

photograph, is (again quoting Hobson) “of a brilliance that has no parallel since the central 

European baroque.  The design secures protective storage while blocking the direct ultraviolet 

light that injures books.” [close quote] 

[Beinecke Brothers portrait, p. 261] 

It was funded with a gift from three Beinecke brothers: Edwin, Frederick, and Walter J., 

shown in this portrait in the underground reading room which fronts the sculpture garden.   

They first told architect Bunshaft that they wanted something very like the Houghton Library up 

at Harvard with its period rooms.  Shown a miniature model of his concept lit from the inside, 

they agreed to something very different—but not trusting Yale, they used their family 

construction company to build it.  (By the way, the embroidered chairs in front of this portrait 

were designed by Pablo Picasso, embroidered by Alice B. Toklas, and came from Gertrude Stein 

with the gift of her papers.) 

I will conclude with a necessarily quick survey of the final two elements in my four- 

element construct, strategies of growth and metaphors of use. 

[carving of James Kingsley, p. 129] 

 The young but maturing Yale College library slowly transformed itself, from a time when 

the library was not an integral part of the college course of study, to a time when the 

abandonment of the recitation system and the invention of electives made a broader range of 
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titles necessary.  Not until 1804 did Yale have a librarian who was a professor, not one of the 

short-term tutors.  Not until 1843 was there a formal acquisition strategy, with the compilation 

of a “List of Books Wanted”, when this professor of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, James Luce 

Kingsley (shown here carved as a corbel in Sterling Library), was dispatched to the capitals of 

Europe with $10,000 (about $335,000 today), where he acquired 6,440 volumes.  In 1867, a 

newspaper and periodical reading room was opened for American and English publications. 

[Vita est gestae sultani, p. 174] 

  The Yale Library now held 20,515 books, and the literary societies another 27,166 

volumes. These were supplemented for student use by the personal libraries of the professors, 

many of whom ultimately donated their collections to the library.  Shown here is the Vita et res 

gestae sultani, published in 1732 and gifted over 150 years later by Edward Salisbury, the 

professor of Sanskrit and Arabic.  He donated in all 3,000 volumes from European, Arabic, and 

Indian presses, and 90 volumes of manuscripts, with $6,000 to enlarge this subject collection. 

The glimmerings of a “reserve book” policy appeared in 1884; in 1895 the reading room 

installed electric lighting―the first American university library to do so― and the next year was 

opened every night until 9 pm, a boon to the student athletes who trained in the afternoon. In 

1908 the position of the university librarian was endowed for the first time.  By 1913, Yale 

possessed approximately one million books, far behind the Library of Congress and the New 

York Public Library, but only about 100,000 volumes less than Harvard and nearly matching the 

4th-largest American library, the Boston Public. 

[Seculum humanae salvationis, p. 37] 

 Rare books and manuscripts became an affordable focus at the turn of the last century.  

In 1894 Grolier Club co-founder William Loring Andrews donated two vellum medieval 

manuscripts and 30 15th- and 16th-century printed books―to join the one pictured here, the 

Seculum humanae salvationis, the first illuminated medieval manuscript in any American 

college library, gifted by Elihu Yale back in 1714― and in 1899 the first Shakespeare folio 

entered the collection by gift.  As early as 1847 Yale had ventured into the competitive world of 

rare book auctions.   With a monetary gift from Hartford farmer and bibliophile George Brinley, 
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Yale became the largest purchaser over his five sales held from 1879 through 1893, the first 

great book auction in America, in which the Yale library acquired more than 1,000 lots. 

[The Bay Psalm Book, p. 176] 

 In those sales, Yale did not acquire the Brinley copy of the Bay Psalm Book, the first 

book printed in British North America, in Cambridge in 1640; instead, it was snapped up then by 

Cornelius Vanderbilt II, for $1,200, but Yale owns it now.  The bidder for the university at Parke-

Bernet’s single-lot auction in 1947 was the great American bookdealer Dr. A.S.W. Rosenbach, 

who had acquired Yale’s Gutenberg Bible two decades before when bidding for Mrs. Edward 

Harkness, then the most expensive work ever sold at auction.  Yale raised a war chest of 

$90,000 among its alumni, but the bidding went to $151,000, which Rosenbach himself 

covered, thinking the excess was a loan made to secure the commission.  Yale mistakenly 

assumed it to be a gift, and never reimbursed the difference. This then became the most 

expensive book ever sold at auction. 

[Catlin’s North American Indians, p. 143] 

 Completely unplanned was the acquisition in 1868 from famed painter George Catlin of 

his unique two-volume collection of 216 Indian portraits.  The artist, then in Brussels, had good 

purchase offers in Europe, but preferred to sell the books at a lower price to a well-known 

American institution where they would be available for more general use.  Instructing his 

daughter to offer them to Harvard, and if turned down, then to Yale, he shipped them to her 

from Brussels.  She then re-addressed the box to “Harvard College, New Haven, Conn.”  Yale 

Librarian Addison Van Name, neglecting to notify his opposite number up in Cambridge of this 

error, quickly organized a group of subscribers who pledged $564.44 against the £80 purchase 

price.  Catlin in acknowledging receipt of payment noted [quote] “feeling pride in having my 

labours treasured and preserved in your noble institution.” 

[Chauncey Brewster Tinker portrait, p. 232] 

 More formal effort for acquiring rare books in a systematic fashion came with the 

formation of the Yale Library Associates in 1928, and the naming of Chauncey Brewster Tinker 



16 
 

as Keeper of Rare Books that year, serving until 1963.  Tinker himself donated his teaching 

collection, including manuscripts of three of Trollope’s novels, and the Beinecke has since 

acquired 8 more, including The Last Chronicle of Barset. 

 Today I can only briefly mention the extraordinary collections of the immortals of 

English and American literature, the “I Give These Books” of the twentieth century.  Those of 

Yale’s own sons and faculty, many the winners of Nobel Prizes, Pulitzer Prizes, Academy 

Awards, and National Book Awards, include the books, manuscripts, and correspondence of 

Jonathan Edwards, James Fenimore Cooper, Sinclair Lewis, Archibald MacLeish, Stephen 

Vincent Benét, Gerald Murphy, Cole Porter, Thornton Wilder, Robert Penn Warren, and John 

Hersey.  Here are the MacLeishs and the Murphys, expatriates enjoying Paris particularly and 

Europe generally in the 1920’s. 

[Archibald and Ada MacLeish and Gerald and Sara Murphy in Vienna, p. 282] 

Mention must also be made of the foundational collections of the bibliographers and 

collection cataloguers of James Boswell, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Robert Louis Stevenson 

(in 6 volumes!), Charles Dickens, Rudyard Kipling, Thomas Hardy, Joseph Conrad, T. S. Eliot, 

James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and the Mellon Collection of Alchemy and the Occult (in 4 volumes).  

Here, in a shameful display of vanity, is the menu for Kipling’s 25th birthday created by his 

father, from my part of Yale’s Kipling collection formed by three collectors over the last 75 

years―now the greatest in the world with the recent acquisition by the Beinecke itself of 

Kipling’s literary agent’s massive archive of manuscripts, copyright issues, and author-to-agent 

correspondence. 

[Kipling menu, p. 293] 

And, beyond these two special categories of alumni authors’ and bibliographers’ collections, 

here is my personal selection of the top ten donations of the last century, mostly from 

collectors but several from the authors themselves: 

In 1911, the 6,000-item collection of American literature from Owen Aldis (class of 1874), which 

he insisted not be named after him; now the foundation of the Yale Collection of American 
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Literature, it was deemed the best representative collection of such literature in the land, and 

included the surviving drafts of the last manuscript pages of Thoreau’s Walden.  This collection 

became the foundation of Jacob Blanck’s massive, 9-volume Bibliography of American 

Literature, published between 1955 and 1991; 

[Elizabethan Club, p. 197] 

also in 1911, the acquisition by Alexander Cochran Smith (class of 1896) at auction in London of 

the bulk of the Hoe and Huth collections of Elizabethan and Jacobean literature, including the 

first four Shakespeare folios.  It comprises the most concentrated such collection in the world 

and is now housed in this building known as the Elizabethan Club, also purchased by Smith, its 

holdings accessible to outside researchers by application through the Beinecke; 

in 1913, from William Alfred Speck, the greatest collection of the works of Goethe outside 

Germany, some 20,000 items.  This was augmented by the purchase in 1922 of the Erhardt 

collection, the most significant Faust collection in the world, for which Yale paid 842,000 marks.  

Because of the inflation-destroyed currency of the Weimar regime, the actual cost was only 

$154, which covered the depreciation of the mark between the time of the final offer and the 

receipt of payment; 

[Keogh with the Gutenberg, p. 198] 

in 1926, the aforementioned Gutenberg bible, one of the earliest of them all, 40 lines to a page 

instead of the later 42.  Dr. Rosenbach, authorized to bid up to $75,000 by Mrs. Edward 

Harkness, was fortified at auction with a medicine bottle full of whiskey in each pocket, and bid 

up to the hammer price of $106,000, but Mrs. Harkness came through, including a 10% 

commission; here is Librarian Keogh with the precious volume in 1938 in Sterling’s exhibition 

hall; 

[Papers of Colonel House, p. 200] 

the foundation of Yale’s unparalleled collection of diplomatic papers, those of Colonel Edward 

M. House, running from 1913 through the Paris Peace Conference which House attended with 

President Wilson, and including his personal copy of the Treaty of Versailles.  House urged Yale 
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to try to collect other such diplomatic papers, to amass a collection equal to or surpassing those 

being formed at Stanford and Harvard.  These collections now include the papers of Secretaries 

of State Henry L. Stimson, Frank L. Polk, Dean Acheson, and Cyrus Vance―all Yale 

graduates―but of those distinguished Harvard graduates Henry Kissinger and Walter Lippman.  

Perhaps the papers of Yale’s latest Secretaries of State, my own New Haven contemporaries 

Hillary Rodham Clinton and John Kerry, will follow in due course; 

[Dickens and Dickensiana, p. 254] 

coming also in the 1930s, the very biggest collection now housed in the Beinecke, taking up 

most of the fifth floor of the central glass stack, the Charles Dickens Collection of Colonel 

Richard Gimbel, the world’s largest accumulation of first and early editions of Dickens and 

original drawings by his illustrators, together with “Dickensiana” (as named in this exhibition 

catalogue) such as his stuffed and mounted pet raven “Grip” and his favorite chair at his home 

Gad’s Hill; 

[first page of MS of The House of Mirth] 

beginning in 1938, some 50,000 items from Edith Wharton, the first woman to win the Pulitzer 

Prize in Literature, including this manuscript of The House of Mirth, as a bequest from her 

estate; she had been granted an honorary doctorate of letters from Yale in 1923, the first and 

only academic degree she accepted, and the Wharton Society has funded a research grant for 

scholars at the Beinecke, where her papers have been used by her many biographers. 

[Title page of Long Day’s Journey, p. 253] 

in 1942, the first of the gifts from Eugene O’Neill, America’s Shakespeare and the winner of 4 

Pulitzer Prizes for drama and the 1936 Nobel Prize in Literature.  O’Neill was expelled in his 

college years from both Princeton and Harvard after his first year at each, but O’Neill’s 

playwriting professor at Harvard, George Pierce Baker, had decamped to Yale to head its 

Department of Theater because Harvard would not build him a theater, but Yale would.  Baker 

convinced Yale to award O’Neill an honorary degree in 1926.  Although his two real alma 

maters thought they each had a better claim to his papers, they came to Yale, including the 
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manuscripts of Mourning Becomes Electra, The Iceman Cometh, and Long Day’s Journey Into 

Night (the title page shown here).  Yale University Press’s edition of Long Day’s Journey sold a 

million and a half copies by its 50th anniversary in 2006, the proceeds supporting both the 

O’Neill collection at Sterling and the Yale School of Drama; 

[Lincoln portraits, p. 299] 

and finally, in 2015, the 150th anniversary of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, the Beinecke and 

the Yale Art Gallery acquired the Meserve-Kunhardt Collection.  One of this country’s most 

historically significant photographic collections, this is the largest known assemblage of 

portraits of Abraham Lincoln and his circle, some 73,000 items, securing Yale's place as the 

premier institution for the study of American photography from the Civil War to the Gilded Age.   

 Let me close with a consideration of my fourth element of a library’s story, the changing 

metaphors of use. In his memoirs, an alumnus recalled [quote]: “When a student at Yale in the 

[eighteen] thirties, I went into the library and was asked, ‘What are you doing here young man?’ 

To look at books.  ‘This is no place for a student.’”  By 1871, the new president of Yale Noah 

Porter, in his inaugural address, declared [quote]: “If students are to be impressed with the range 

of human achievement and activity, they should be both humbled and elevated by the silent but 

impressive lessons which their well-appointed libraries cannot but teach.” 

 Yale University Library had transformed itself from being a storehouse, representing 

accumulation and preservation, to a workshop, housing the tools for research.  In 1860, Yale 

became the first American university to systematize graduate study, and the library modified its 

acquisition practices to support the program.  By 1873, the university had awarded 23 earned 

doctorates, about 90 percent of the American total up to that time.  The growing collections not 

only supported research at the doctoral level, but have underlain the great multi-volume Yale 

editions of the papers of Jonathan Edwards (26 volumes), Horace Walpole (48), James Boswell  

(13), Samuel Johnson (20), and Benjamin Franklin (47)―the last available on the internet since 

2006. 
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 In closing, we must note two other trends, helpful because Yale University Library is not 

a “library of record”: it has not, does not, and cannot collect comprehensively.   The first trend is 

remote borrowing. 

In President Clap’s library of 1742, the collegians had access to about 2,500 books. With 

the Borrow Direct program begun in 1999, which―having begun with Yale, Columbia, and the 

University of Pennsylvania―now includes all the Ivy League schools, plus MIT, Duke, Johns 

Hopkins, the University of Chicago, and Stanford, Yale’s students and faculty have access to 90 

million books,  This program without personal cost to the borrower enables the delivery, in less 

than a week, of a one-month loan of a book from any of the member universities’ libraries, even 

if a copy is normally on the shelf in the home library. 

 The other trend is of course the shift to digital.  In 1871, a visitor to the Los Angeles Public 

Library published an essay imagining a future in which the library would be miraculously 

compressed into an object the size of a suitcase.  Of course, with the invention of the computer 

and the Internet, that is exactly what has happened.  In 2019, Yale University Library, spread over 

fifteen different library locations, was comprised of 14.4 million print books and 1.77 million 

electronic volumes, thus totalling about 15.8 million titles.  But the Library today in its digital 

preservation system houses over one petabyte (one quadrillion bytes) of data, and over 16 million 

files―more than the number of printed books there. 

 

[Digital Humanities Library] 

Indeed, in 2013 Yale established and now conducts the Yale Day of Data as an annual 

event, bringing speakers from academia, government, and industry to discuss issues related to 

data-intensive research across all disciplines.  Opening in 2018 was the Digital Humanities Library, 

shown here, in the large room in Sterling that formerly housed what was in my undergraduate 

day the reserve book room. 

[John Davenport’s Calvin, p. 309] 
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 This is one of the Reverend John Davenport’s three works by Calvin, printed in Geneva in 

1565, brought over on the Hector in 1637, and now in the Beinecke.  It will never be discarded, 

even if Yale digitizes every page.  We must not succumb to what Librarian of Congress Daniel 

Boorstin called the “Displacive Fallacy”, the belief that a new technology necessarily displaces 

the old.  The telephone did not make mail service superfluous, nor was television the death of 

radio, nor did these two modern marvels make newspapers unnecessary.  The codex lives 

on―authors can today, unlike the past, can even self-publish―so books will not disappear.  But 

great libraries, like Yale’s and all its university and great public library peers, must and are 

adapting to new technological capabilities and researchers’ changing habits, as this survey of Yale 

University Library’s history shows, and we collectors and readers must support them in that 

effort. 

 Thank you for your attention. 


