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Among Harvard's Libraries 

HARVARD'S GERMANIC COLLECTIONS: 
THEIR HISTORY, THEIR FUTURE 

Michael P. Olson 

B oth in chronological development and in 
scope, the library's Germanic collections 

have mirrored the meals served to Harvard 
undergraduates. Early on, the phrase "student 
food," like "Harvard's German books," was 
rather a contradiction in terms. "The Provi-
sions were badly cooked," one former student 
remembered, "the Soups were dreadful we 
frequently had Puddings made of flower and 
Water and boiled them so hard as not to bee 
eatable we frequently threw them out and 
kicked them about." 1 (The poor man's 
rambling was no doubt due to his ill suste-
nance, bringing an altogether new meaning to 
"hasty pudding.") Some forty years later, in 
1788, further displeasure was reported at 
breakfast hall: "Bisket, tea cups, saucers, and a 
knife thrown at the tutors. " 2 

Whether Harvard students were driven to 
mischief by those bad meals or by the relative 
lack of Lernfreiheit is still open to question. 
Whatever the reason, by the mid-nineteenth 
century dining at Harvard had obviously im-
proved, a trend that cheered the students' 
spirits. The annual supper for the class of 1860 
featured, among other sumptuous courses, 
Bremen goose and Bremen ducks. 3 As foul 
food became fowl, Harvard became Fair 
Harvard. Was it merely a coincidence that the 
library's Germanic collections rose in promi-
nence during the same period? 

This essay, necessarily brief and impression-
istic, represents an attempt to describe con-
cisely the history of the great and diverse 
library collections from German-, Dutch-, 
and Scandinavian-speaking areas. Although 
the focal point is Harvard's Germanic collec-
tions in the humanities and the social sciences, 
today housed primarily at Widener Library, 
magnificent Germanic collections are also to 
be found in many department and special li-
braries of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences and 
in the libraries of other Harvard faculties. It is 
difficult to know exactly how many of the 
Harvard University Library's nearly thirteen 
million volumes are Germanic, but 14 percent 
of the bibliographic records in the HOLLIS 

1 Samuel Eliot Morison, Three Centuries of Harvard 1636-
1936 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936), 117. 

2 Ibid., 175. 

and Old Widener databases (or 976,000 of 
7,034,000) are Germanic by language. 

Before the Gottingen Seven-the seven 
professors who, in 1837, were dismissed from 
the University ofGottingen for protesting the 
abrogation of the constitution ofHannover-
Harvard had its own Gottingen Four: Edward 
Everett (class of I 8 I 1), George Ticknor, Jo-
seph G. Cogswell ( class of I 806), and George 
Bancroft (class of I 817). These men went 
abroad to study at Gottingen, then the site of 
Europe's finest university library. Ticknor 
wrote to Thomas Jefferson, "If truth is to be 
attained by freedom of inquiry, the German 
professors and literati are certainly in the high 
road."• The Gottingen Four nudged Harvard's 
Germanic collections into the modem era. 
Harvard's library was but a shadow of its 
counterpart in Gottingen, Ticknor informed 
Stephen Higginson, the Harvard College 
steward: 

One very important and principal 
cause of the difference between our 
University and the one here is the dif-
ferent value we affix to a good library, 
and the different ideas we have of what 
a good library is. . .. We found new 
professorships and build new colleges 
in abundance, but we buy no books; 
and yet it is to me the most obvious 
thing in the world that it would pro-
mote the cause of learning and the 
reputation of the University ten times 
more to give six thousand dollars a year 
to the Library than to found three pro-
fessorships, and that it would have 
been wiser to have spent the whole 
sum that the new chapel had cost on 
books than on a fine suite of halls .... 
I cannot better explain to you the dif-
ference between our University in 
Cambridge and the one here than by 
telling you that here I hardly say too 
much when I say that it consists in the 
Library, and that in Cambridge the Li-
brary is one of the last things thought 
and talked about,-that here they have 
forty professors and more than two 
hundred thousand volumes to instruct 
them, and in Cambridge twenty pro-
fessors and less than twenty thousand 

J Ibid., 318. 
• Ibid., 226. 
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volumes ... we are mortified and ex-
asperated because we have no learned 
men, and yet make it physically impos-
sible for our scholars to become such, 
and that to escape from this reproach 
we appoint a multitude of professors, 
but give them a library from which 
hardly one and not one of them can 
qualify himself to execute the duties of 
his office. You will, perhaps, say that 
these professors do not complain. I can 
only answer that you find the blind are 
often as gay and happy as those who 
are blessed with sight. 5 

Eventually, the appreciation of the Gottingen 
Four for research libraries-and their enthusi-
asm for the idea of having one at Harvard-
took root. In r 8 r 8, Cogswell assisted in 
bringing the first research collection to Har-
vard: the library of the Hamburg professor 
Daniel Christoph Ebeling, which included 
ten thousand maps and thirty-two hundred 
volumes of Americana. 6 Cogswell became the 
Librarian of Harvard College in 1821 and 
sought to rearrange the library "on the same 
plan [as] that at Gottingen." 7 When his propos-
als stalled, he resigned. Much later he directed 
the Astor Library in New York City, where, 
according to one historian oflibraries, "in five 
years under his direction there were gathered 
together more volumes and a much better 
rounded and more useful collection than Har-
vard had acquired in its first 220 years. "8 

The travels of the Gottingen Four precipi-
tated a gift to Harvard that, as much as any 
other, jump-started the College Library's 
German collections and German studies gen-
erally in New England. Each of the four men 
visited Goethe at or near Weimar, with 
Goethe being most impressed by Cogswell, 
who shared his interest in mineralogy (indeed, 
Cogswell would be appointed both librarian 

s Ibid., 266. 
6 Ibid., 227; Kenneth E. Carpenter, The First 350 Years of 

the Harvard University Library: Description of an Exhibition 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Library, 1986), 54. 

7 Morison, Three Centuries of Harvard, 227. 
8 Andrew D. Osborn, "The Development of Library Re-

sources at Harvard: Problems and Potentialities," Harvard 
Library Bulletin 9 (1955): 198. 

9 See James E. Walsh and Eugene M. Weber, Goethe: An 
Exhibition at the Houghton Library (Cambridge: Harvard 
College Library and Goethe Institute of Boston, 1982); 
Charles A. Wagner, Harvard: Four Centuries and Freedoms 
(New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1950), 105; Heinrich 
Schneider, "Goethe Autographs at Harvard," Harvard Li-
brary Bulletin 3 (1949): 371-85; and Eugene Weber, 

and professor of mineralogy and geology). 
Due to the persistence of the Harvard group, 
Goethe donated thirty-nine of his own 
works, including the twenty-volume Cotta 
edition of 1815-19, to the library in 1819. 9 

President Kirkland wrote a formal letter of 
thanks to the "celebrated writer," who pos-
sessed "so elevated a rank among the men of 
genius & literature in Europe." 10 The gift of 
'John W. von Goethe, of Germany," as the 
bookplate records, inaugurated an excellent 
and heavily used Goethe collection at 
Harvard. The model of the Gottingen Four-
collection-building via enterprise-has been 
followed by Harvard librarians up through the 
present day. 

Everett and Ticknor spoke passable Ger-
man but only because they had learned it on 
their own. German was not taught formally 
in New England until 1825, when Harvard 
appointed Charles Follen instructor of Ger-
man. Follen wrote the first German reader 
and the first German grammar published in 
the United States.TT While still in Gottingen, 
Everett-who would later become president 
of Harvard College-published a long review 
of Goethe's autobiography, the first signifi-
cant contribution to Goethe scholarship in an 
American journal.T 2 The same journal later 
featured Bancroft's review of the Cotta edi-
tion donated to Harvard by Goethe. 13 

The first Goethe course given at Harvard 
was a series oflectures on part l of Faust, de-
livered in 1837 by Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow, who succeeded Ticknor as Smith 
Professor. l4 The courses were popular, as re-
flected in President Quincy's letter to 
Longfellow of 1 March 1844: "Many, if not 
all [ of the juniors] wish to attend your lectures 
on Faust."T5 Longfellow considered part 2 in-
ferior: "Notwithstanding the author's own 
opinion, you see the wrinkled hand of age 
upon it. The continuous power and glowing 

"Goethe's Gift to Harvard," Harvard Library Bulletin 3 1 

(1983): 384-93. 
10 Weber, "Goethe's Gift to Harvard," 390; Walsh and 

Weber, Goethe, 5 I. 
11 Deutsches Lesebuch fiir Anfiinger (Cambridge: Universitats 

Druckerei, 1826) and A Practical Grammar of the German 
Language (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, Little, and Wilkins, 
1828). 

12 The North American Review and 1\1iscellaneous Journal 11 
(1817): 217-62. 

1 3 The North American Review 20 (1824): 303-25. 
14 Weber, "Goethe's Gift to Harvard," 391; Walsh and 

Weber, Goethe, 52. 
1 5 Walsh and Weber, Goethe, 53. 
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imagination of early manhood are no longer 
there. " 16 In any case, Goethe was a catalyst to 
a formal German studies program at Harvard, 
and the German courses in tum increased the 
need for additional research collections. 

In 1835-36, prior to giving his Faust 
lectures, Longfellow began the systematic de-
velopment of Harvard's Scandinavian collec-
tions. 17 Spending an allocation of one 
thousand dollars, Longfellow shipped 250 
books from Stockholm and another 400 from 
Copenhagen. 18 There was no doubt that they 
were, in his own words, "very valuable," 19 

and "such a collection of rare things as is not 
to be found under the W estem star. "20 Oth-
ers, too-notably Fredrika Bremer, the 
Swedish novelist and reformer-were favor-
ably impressed: "I one day lately visited the 
several buildings of the university and the li-
brary," she wrote. "In the latter I was sur-
prised to find one portion of Swedish 
literature not badly represented here. This is 
owing to the poet, Professor Longfellow, 
who having himself traveled in Sweden, sent 
hither these books." 21 

Goethe's donation, the Scandinavian books 
obtained by Longfellow, and other early Ger-
manic acquisitions were all assembled 
unsystematically, not as part of a program of 
ongoing purchases. In 18 59, a gift by William 
Gray increased sixfold the funds available for 
purchasing books. 22 In an attempt to acquire 
collections systematically for Harvard faculty 
and students, the library established regular re-
lationships with book agents in Europe. By 
1912, it was estimated that the Leipzig-based 
bookseller Otto Harrassowitz had already 
supplied 150,000 volumes to the library. 23 The 
care Harrassowitz brought to each order was 
legendary (and remains so). An order for an 
out-of-print German title, for example, 

16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., 52; Marshall W. S. Swan, "Professor Longfellow, 

Scandinavian Book Buyer," Harvard Library Bulletin 4 
(1950): 359-73; Carpenter, The First 350 Years, 56; Carl 
Leonard Johnson, Professor Longfellow ef Harvard, Univer-
sity of Oregon Monographs: Studies in Literature and 
Philology, vol. 5 (Eugene: University of Oregon, 1944), 
especially chapter 2, on arrangements for Longfeldlow's 
buying for Harvard; and Andrew R. Hilen, Longfellow and 
Scandinavia: A Study of the Poet's Relationship with the 
Northern Lmguages and Literatures (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1947), particularly appendix D, a bibliogra-
phy of Longfellow's personal Scandinavian library. 

18 Carpenter, The First 350 Years, 56. 
19 Swan, "Professor Longfellow," 362. 
20 See Roger Stoddard's preface in Nancy S. Reinhardt, 

Danish Literature: Saxo Grammaticus to Isak Dinesen (Cam-
bridge: Harvard College Library, 1986), 7. 

placed in 1879, was filled in 1922. Harras-
sowitz gave the book to Harvard as a gift, in 
commemoration of what still must be the 
longest search in the library's history. 24 

Courses in Germanic studies were formal-
ized in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, when the innovations proposed by 
Cogswell and Ticknor were finally imple-
mented. By 18 50, several professors were 
teaching German at Harvard, and by the 
1 86os all sophomores were studying the lan-
guage. 25 Adopting the German-style seminar 
format ofJohns Hopkins University, Harvard 
established its own graduate program in Ger-
manic Languages and Literatures in the 1 870s; 
the department was formally designated as 
such in 1897. Since 1880, when the first Ph.D. 
in German was conferred, the department has 
grown to the extent that it now offers some 
sixty-five courses per year, while many other 
departments also offer courses in Germanic 
studies. 

To supply books for such departments was 
the task of Archibald Cary Coolidge, one of 
Harvard's greatest library directors. In 1900, 
the library had some 900,000 books and pam-
phlets; by 1928, the year Coolidge died, it had 
more than 2,750,000. 26 

In 1893, when Coolidge came to Harvard 
as an instructor, Scandinavian studies were 
largely unknown in the United States; soon 
thereafter, Coolidge offered a half course, to 
be given every other year, in Scandinavian 
history. Coupled with Longfellow's "exotic" 
purchases, Coolidge's efforts paved the way 
for Harvard's noted Scandinavianists. One of 
them, William Henry Schofield, established 
the American Scandinavian Foundation, and 
an excellent Icelandic collection was given to 
Harvard in his memory. 27 In 1903--04, 
Coolidge further aided in the purchase of the 

21 Fredrika Bremer, The Homes efthe New World: Impressions 
of America, trans. Mary Howitt, 2 vols. (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1854), 1:133-34. 

22 Carpenter, The First 350 Years, 9D-9I. 
2 3 William Bentinck-Smith, Building a Great Library: The 

Coolidge Years at Harvard (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Library, 1976), u; Richard W. Dom, "Otto 
Harrassowitz, Buchhancllung-Verlag-Antiquariat: The 
First Century," Harvard Library Bulletin 21 (1973): 365-
74. 

2 4 Harvard Magazine,July/August 1993, 108. 
2 5 Morison, Three Centuries ef Harvard, 344. 
26 Osborn, "The Development of Library Resources at 

Harvard," 199. 
2 7 Swan, "Professor Longfellow," 373; Gudrun Barnason, 

"The Schofield Memorial," Harvard Library Notes 23 
(1931): 247-64; Kimball C. Elkins, "The Icelandic Peri-
odicals," Harvard Library Notes 23 (1931): 265-67. 

13 
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ten-thousand-volume von Maurer library, 
called the "greatest gift of the year, and one 
of the most valuable the Library has ever re-
ceived. "28 This collection was rich in the his-
tory of German government and law, Old 
Norse law, rare manuscripts, and early printed 
books. 29 Coolidge also announced at the 
opening of the Germanic Museum, in 1903, 
that he intended to acquire and present to the 
library another ten thousand volumes on Ger-
man history, thereafter known as the 
Hohenzollern Collection in honor of the 
visit, two years earlier, of Prince Henry of 
Prussia, brother of the German kaiser. 

Prince Henry was not the last Germanic 
politician or royal to visit the library. On one 
occasion Gustav Adolf, the crown prince of 
Sweden, spoke at the University Hall Faculty 
Room. After several gusts of wind from an 
open window scattered his papers, the prince 
turned to close the sash, but the sill evidently 
had not been dusted for some time, and he 
was left wondering how to wipe off his dusty 
hands without calling attention to the prob-
lem. Mutual embarrassment aside, he then 
enjoyed a tour of Widener with Keyes 
Metcalf, librarian of Harvard College and di-
rector of the University Library from 1937 to 
1955. Konrad Adenauer also visited Widener 
after becoming chancellor of the Federal Re-
public of Germany. "He was an impressive 
figure," Metcalf noted, "but I have no defi-
nite memory of him except that he was very 
much impressed by our collections." 30 

During the Coolidge era, Walter 
Lichtenstein, 'oo, Ph.D. '07, was crucial in 
augmenting the library's Germanic collec-
tions. While there is no doubting the sincer-
ity of Lichtenstein's remarks m the 
Twenty-fifth Anniversary Report of the Class of 
1900 ("The most interesting experiences in 
my life are those connected with my travels 
in behalf of the Library," he maintained), his 
life after Harvard was also extraordinary.3' 
Coolidge hired Lichtenstein in 1903 to aug-
ment and process the Hohenzollern Collec-
tion. Even after he left Harvard, in 1908, 
Lichtenstein remained its principal scouting 
agent in Europe and other parts of the world. 
The Coolidge-Lichtenstein axis made Har-
vard's good German history collections great. 

28 Bentinck-Smith, Building a Great Library, 15. 
29 Katalog der Bibliothek des verstorbenen Universitatsprofessors 

Konrad von Maurer (Munich: Junge & Sohn, 1903). 
Jo Keyes DeWitt Metcalf, My Harvard Library Years, 1937-

1955: A Sequel to "Random Recollections of an Anachronism" 

Lichtenstein's field trips were a model of effi-
ciency: 

Being on the spot I was often able to 
purchase large sets at much cheaper 
rates from dealers whose catalogues 
rarely reach us, or who often have no 
regular catalogues at all. Another ad-
vantage I enjoyed is that I had a choice 
of books to an extent one never has 
from catalogues; in no other way than 
by going to Germany itself could the 
Hohenzollern collection have been 
completed for years; and even when 
completed, many of the best sets now 
a part of the collection most likely 
would have been lacking. 12 

Coolidge authorized Lichtenstein to repre-
sent Harvard abroad in 1911-12, just as E. C. 
Richardson was issuing the first version of his 
A Union List of Collections on European History 
in American Libraries, comprising 2,205 titles. 
Lichtenstein increased Harvard's holdings of 
Richardson items from 1,509 to about 1,900 
and identified many of the remaining 300 
titles as parts of serials that Harvard already 
owned. As Lichtenstein wrote to Coolidge on 
1 May 1912, "When the job is done, there 
won't be many libraries in the world that ... 
will equal the Harvard Library as a place to 
study European history." 33 

Coolidge built up the Dutch and Flemish 
collections as well. These were nondescript 
until 1906, when an anonymous gift made 
possible the purchase of substantial numbers 
of historical periodicals, society publications, 
and local histories. Coolidge cultivated any 
potential donor who might be even remotely 
interested in the Low Countries; one such 
was the Dutch-born Edward Bok, who was 
approached to found the John Lothrop Mot-
ley Memorial Collection of Dutch and Flem-
ish History, Literature and Art. 34 Although 
Coolidge's plan failed in this rare instance, 
Edward Bok did leave an important legacy in 
his grandson Derek Curtis Bok, Harvard's 
twenty-fifth president. 

Harvard's acquisition methods vis-a-vis 
German collections after the two world wars 
can stand up to scrutiny. Many American li-
braries and book collectors are said to have 

(Cambridge: Harvard College Library, 1988), 236-37. 
31 Bentinck-Smith, Building a Great Library, 15-16. 
i 2 Ibid., 17. 
l.l Ibid., 109. 
34 Ibid., 13 3-3 5 and 140-4 r. 
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made off with war- and inflation-related 
booty as collections in Germany were looted 
or purchased very cheaply, 35 but Harvard, for 
its part, relied on less controversial means of 
acquiring German materials published during 
the First World War. The library's German 
agent, Otto Harrassowitz, stored materials and 
sent them on to the university at the war's 
end, while some twenty-nine thousand other 
war-related items arrived a few years later in 
1921.36 

Receiving books from Europe was difficult 
if not impossible during the Second W odd 
War. After it, American librarians sought 
books published in Europe since the late 
1930s. Harvard's first postwar acquisitions, in 

January 1946, included monographs ordered 
from Sweden, Holland, and Denmark before 
1941 as well as standing orders held by agents 
until war's end. European booksellers faced 
harsh realities. Harvard's German agent, Otto 
Harrassowitz, was a good example. The only 
son of the head of the company died in the 
battle ofStalingrad, and the company's build-
ing and book stocks were completely de-
stroyed by an air raid over Leipzig on 3 
December 1943. In 1947-48 the company 
relocated to Wiesbaden, then part of the 
American occupied zone of Germany. 37 

Other booksellers had similar histories of rup-
ture and devastation, but few bounced back 
as successfully as Harrassowitz. 

The U.S. War and State departments 
wanted to avoid the plundering of European 
libraries and private collections that had taken 
place in 1919. Because a rush of American 
book-buying trips would only have exacer-
bated the already serious cultural and eco-
nomic vacuum in Europe, the federal 
government agreed to a cooperative mission 
under the sponsorship of the Library of Con-
gress. From their base in Germany, LC em-
ployees acquired books from Europe (most 
imprints were German) and sent them on to 
designated American libraries. By the spring 
of 1946, the one-hundred-plus participating 
libraries had divided up among themselves 

3 5 Metcalf, My Harvard Library Years, 20 3. 
36 Dorn, "Otto Harrassowitz," 369; M.P.W., "The War 

Collection," Harvard Library Notes 7 (1922): 165; T.F.C., 
"Germany in War and Revolution," Harvard Library 
Notes 7 (1922): 171. 

37 Dorn, "Otto Harrassowitz," 370-71. 
38 Frank N. Jones, "Harvard's Importation of Foreign 

Books Since the War," Harvard Library Bulletin 1 (1947): 
256--60. 

39 Edwin E. Williams, "The Fannington Plan after Six 
Years," Harvard Library Bulletin 7 (1953): 371. Much else 

250 subjects, with Harvard claiming first or 
second priority on more than fifty of those. 
The first LC Mission books reached Harvard 
in May 1946. In addition, Harvard acquired 
many other essential Germanic collections 
through its own purchases, approval plans, 
exchanges, and gifts. 38 

Harvard was especially active in the 
Farmington Plan, whose objective was 

to make sure that at least one copy of 
each new foreign book and pamphlet 
that might reasonably be expected to 
interest a research worker in the United 
States will be acquired by an American 
library, promptly listed in the Union 
Catalog at the Library of Congress, and 
made available by interlibrary loan or 
photographic reproduction. 39 

Designated agents supplied one copy of each 
book published in their country, and the book 
was then sent to whichever one of the partici-
pating libraries accepted responsibility for that 
subject. Harvard's Farmington Plan subjects 
included, among others, Afrikaans literature 
(i.e., Afrikaans belles-lettres, as opposed to 
Afrikaans philology, which was assigned else-
where), Dutch literature, Flemish literature, 
and Low German literature, as well as Frisian 
language and literature. 

By the early 1950s, Harvard was distin-
guishing among various levels of collecting 
intensity. The most exhaustive collecting was 
of Farmington Plan subjects, while the next 
stratum of coverage was research-level-the 
degree of thoroughness in acquisition neces-
sary to maintain a very strong collection that 
meets the ordinary needs of scholars in the 
field but does not contain a great deal of mar-
ginal material. Germanic subjects in this cat-
egory included German languages and 
literatures and folklore. Scandinavian lan-
guages and literatures, meanwhile, required 
only reference-level coverage-the degree of 
thoroughness necessary to keep up a good 
working collection of important books in a 
given field. 40 

has been written on the Fannington Plan. For Harvard's 
perspective, see Keyes D. Metcalf, "The Fannington 
Plan," Harvard Library Bulletin 2 (1948): 296-308; "The 
Fannington Plan after Three Years," Harvard Library Bulle-
tin 5 (1951): 122-25; Edwin E. Williams, Fannington Plan 
Handbook (Bloomington, 1953, 2d ed., 1961); Metcalf, My 
Harvard Library Years, 203-05; and Keyes D. Metcalf and 
Edwin E. Williams, "Acquisition Policies of the Harvard 
Library," Harvard Library Bulletin 6 (1952): 15-26. 

4° Metcalf and Williams, "Acquisition Policies of the Har-
vard Library." 

15 
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With the opening of the Houghton Library 
in 1942, the College Library divided respon-
sibility for acquiring Germanic materials in 
the humanities and the social sciences in such 
a way that Widener received mainly current 
and in-print materials while Houghton con-
centrated on antiquarian and otherwise rare 
items. 41 In recent years the Germanic collec-
tions have flourished in large part because of 
the exceptionally dedicated book selectors 
and curators at these libraries. Walter 
Grossmann, a native ofVienna and a Harvard 
Ph.D., became the first book selector at Wid-
ener in the early 1950s. He placed particular 
emphasis on acquiring Germanic family his-
tories during his frequent trips to Europe. 
Roberta G. Selleck ably succeeded Annette 
Voth as Widener's Scandinavian book 
selector. 

At Houghton, James E. Walsh and, more 
recently, Roger E. Stoddard have made regu-
lar book-buying trips to Germanic areas of 
Europe, a dog-eared copy of Wilpert and 
Giihring's Erstausgaben deutscher Dichtung al-
ways in hand.42 Even in "retirement" Walsh 
remains prolific, as his inventory of incun-
abula in the Harvard University Library at-
tests. 43 A review of recent exhibitions and 
their accompanying catalogs, 44 suggests the 
breadth ofHoughton's Germanic holdings: 

Vienna 1888-1938 
Erasmus 
Hofmannsthal 
Rilke 

41 A Houghton Library Chronicle 1942-1992 (Cambridge: Har-
vard College Library, 1992). 

42 Gero von Wilpert and Adolf Giihring, Erstausgaben 
deutscher Dichtung: Eine Bibliographie zur deutschen Literatur 
1600-1960 (Stuttgart: Alfred Kroner Verlag, 1967). Pre-
sumably Roger Stoddard now totes around the second 
edition (1992), covering the years 1600-1990. 

43 James E. Walsh, A Catalogue of the Fifteenth-Century 
Printed Books in the Harvard University Library, Medieval 
& Renaissance Texts & Studies, vols. 84 and 97 
(Binghamton: Center for Medieval and Early Renais-
sance Studies, State University of New York at 
Binghamton, 1991-93). 

44 In addition to the catalogs already mentioned, see Eugene 
M. Weber and James E. Walsh, Vienna 1888-1938 (Cam-
bridge: Houghton Library, 1967); James E. Walsh, 
Erasmus on the 500th Anniversary ef His Birth (Cambridge: 
Houghton Library, 1969}; James E. Walsh, The 
Hofmannsthal Collection in the Houghton Library (Heidel-
berg: Lothar Stiehm Verlag, 1974); Roger S. Wieck, "An 
Exhibition of German Illustrated Books from the Six-
teenth Century: The Gift of Philip Hofer," Harvard Li-
brary Bulletin 29 (1981): 332-36; James E. Walsh, Luther 
1483-1983: An Exhibition at the Houghton Library (Cam-
bridge: Harvard College Library, 1983); and James E. 

Europe in 1 776 
German Illustrated Books from the 

Sixteenth Century 
Goethe 
Luther 
Danish Literature: Saxo Grammaticus 

to Isak Dinesen 
Discovering the Old Germanic Past in 

the Dutch Golden Age 

The list of other key collections of Germanic 
writers and themes goes on and on: early Ger-
man and Austrian plays, Heine, Stefan 
George, I 848 Austrian revolutionary broad-
sides and pamphlets, Brecht, Lessing, Nestroy, 
and Simon Stevin ("the Dutch Archimedes"), 
as well as extensive manuscript holdings of 
Rilke and Hofinannsthal at Houghton. 45 

All at Harvard is not perfect, of course. The 
greatest loss of a collection, according to 
Keyes Metcalf, was that of the Curt von Faber 
du Faur library of German baroque literature, 
formerly on deposit in the Germanic Mu-
seum. Faber du Faur indicated that ifhe were 
to receive an appointment to the faculty, he 
would be glad to make a gift of his library to 
the university. Harvard's policy has been to 
refuse gifts with such strings attached, and the 
university was unwilling to make an excep-
tion in Faber du Faur's case. He moved his 
library to Yale,46 where it was published on 
microfilm (Widener has since obtained a 
copy). 

An even worse loss would have been 
Harvard's most famous "German" book. In 

Walsh, "Twenty Years of German Collection Building, 
196&-1986: An Exhibition," Harvard Library Bulletin 33 
(1986): 425-43. 

45 See Jeanne T. Newlin and Martha R. Mahard, "Nestroy 
and the Viennese Stage: The John and Rita Russell 
Viennese Collection," Harvard Library Bulletin 29 (1981): 
321-32;James E. Walsh, German and Austrian Drama: A 
Guide to the Micrqfilm Collection of German and Austrian 
Plays in the Houghton Library (Woodbridge, Conn.: Re-
search Publications, 1985}; James E. Walsh, "Variant 
Readings in the First Editions of Stefan George's 
Algabal," Harvard Library Bulletin 29 (1981): 215-17;Jarnes 
E. Walsh, 1848 Austrian Revolutionary Broadsides and Pam-
phlets: A Catalogue (Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 1976}; Paul 
Obermuller and Herbert Steiner, eds., Katalog der Rilke-
Sammlung Richard von Mises (Frankfurt am Main: Insel 
Verlag, 1966};HilmarH. Weber, "The Reisinger Lessing 
Collection," Harvard Library Notes 3 (1938): 161-63; 
Herbert Steiner, "The Harvard Collection of Hugo von 
Hofrnannsthal," Harvard Library Bulletin 8 (1954): 54-64; 
Blanche T. Ebeling-Koning, "Stevin's Wisconstige 
Gedachtenissen," Harvard Library Bulletin 33 (1985): 211-
18; and Hilmar H. Weber, "Heinrich Heine," Harvard 
Library Notes 26 (1935): 71-80. 

46 Metcalf, My Harvard Library Years, 54. 
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1969, when Widener was closed, a man at-
tempted to steal the Gutenberg Bible, one 
of the first books ever printed with movable 
type. The thief, climbing down a rope, 
slipped and fell almost fifty feet to the interior 
concrete courtyard, sustaining serious injury.47 
In the mid-198os, Harvard librarians accompa-
nied the same Gutenberg Bible to California, 
whence, after its printing inks were analyzed, 
it returned to Widener.48 

It is safe to say that no recent employee of 
the College Library has worked harder than 
David E. Silas, who from 1970 to 1991 se-
lected for Widener books from most of the 
Germanic realm. The rigor that Silas brought 
to bear on his work every day-every day-is 
reflected in his final annual report, which all 
who knew him corroborate: 

This devotion to routine has, as I look 
back upon the past two decades, likely 
been the strongest asset I have brought 
to my work .... I doubt that many will 
question my devotion to my work. I 
take a perverse pride in having been in 
the Library 365 days a year for the 
more than l 7 years since my last vaca-
tion, a record that was spoiled this year 
when the building was closed for re-
wiring (the Music Library kindly gave 
me a home during this period) and 
when I was locked out of the building 
two Sundays this summer for security 
reasons.49 

Now, being at work and doing nothing is 
not the same as being at work and doing great 
things. Silas did the latter. In fiscal year 1987 
(not an atypical year for him) he selected fif-
teen thousand new titles and himself created 
bibliographic records for half of them. 50 In 
anticipation of a period in June 1985 when 
titles would not be able to be ordered (be-
cause HOLLIS was then being installed in the 
Collection Development Department at 
Widener), Silas and his staff doubled their ef-
forts and placed more than three thousand 

47 Harvard Library Bulletin 18 (1970): 99-100; A Houghton 
Library Chronicle, 16-17 and 45; Metcalf, My Harvard Li-
brary Years, 7 3. 

48 A Houghton Library Chronicle, 67 and 69. 
49 Silas's FY 1989/ 90 annual report. 
so Silas's FY 1986/87 annual report. 
5' Silas's FY 1984/85 annual report. 
52 See Checklist No. l, "German Publications in the Hu-

orders in May. 51 These figures represent un-
heard-of productivity. 

Silas's legacy rests on three achieve-
ments. First, he consolidated a large and 
vital exchange program, so that at present 
Widener receives about three hundred 
Germanic serials on exchange or as gifts 
from more than ninety partners. Second, 
he coordinated a massive serials-review 
project with colleagues in the Harvard 
University Library. Especially in the 1970s 
and early 1980s, before budget cuts neces-
sitated serials reviews throughout U.S. re-
search libraries, Silas recognized that they 
were necessary. Finally, his most lasting 
legacy to Harvard scholars is the unrivaled 
collection of Germanic local histories.52 

Today, in relative terms, Harvard is world-
renowned both for its programs in Germanic 
studies and for its Germanic library collec-
tions. A recent affirmation of Harvard's excel-
lence in Germanic studies is the Program for 
the Study of Germany and Europe, estab-
lished by a ten-year grant from the German 
federal government. The library supports the 
work of nineteen-thousand degree candi-
dates, thousands more nondegree students, 
and a total on-campus faculty of more than 
two thousand. Moreover, the world's schol-
ars turn to Harvard-the largest of all univer-
sity libraries-for its Germanic collections. 
The national libraries in the Germanic realm 
all do an excellent job of acquiring their own 
nations' publications, but they are inconsistent 
in their coverage of foreign materials, even 
materials pertaining to other Germanic enti-
ties. In contrast, Harvard's collections in the 
humanities and the social sciences cover the 
entire Germanic realm in depth, making it 
easily one of the world's great Germanic li-
braries. 

Can it continue to be so, however? There 
is cause for worry. Simply put, the traditional 
building of Germanic collections at Harvard 
is in jeopardy. For a great library that relies not 
on copyright deposits but on purchases, 

manities and Social Sciences," in Harvard University Li-
brary, Preservation Microfilming: Films Produced Under 
Grants from the United States Department of Education 
Strengthening Research Library Resources Program and Avail-
able from the Harvard University Library (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Library, 1980). Approximately 1,750,000 
pages of Harvard's German local histories were micro-
filmed. Silas nominated the titles. 
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former rates of acquisition may no longer be 
sustainable. 

A recent report to the Association of Re-
search Libraries documents the inadequacy of 
German political-science holdings in Ameri-
can libraries. 53 The study measured a large 
sampling of such materials published between 
1985 and 1992. Selected libraries (Virginia, 
Cornell, Wisconsin, Brigham Young, Har-
vard, Pennsylvania, the Library of Congress, 
UCLA, and Berkeley) were asked to deter-
mine which titles were present in their own 
collections. Of those items deemed "most 
important" for American libraries to have, 
nearly 1 5 percent were not held by any li-
brary; in the category of titles deemed "im-
portant," the figure approached 2 5 percent. 
What is happening in the field of political sci-
ence is surely happening in other disciplines. 
The result is a deepening chasm between the 
number of titles published (and relevant for 
libraries to collect) and the number of titles 
actually collected by libraries. 

The tale of the boy who cried wolf is apt. 
The book selector's mantra of choice has al-
ways been "More, more, more!" (When 
funds are allocated, this is sometimes pro-
nounced "Moi, moi, moi!") Without sub-
stantiation, such cries cease to find an 
audience, just as the boy was ignored after a 
while. Today, however, the facts are un-
equivocal: titles published in the Germanic 
realm total approximately 150,000 per 
annum, an all-time high. This would be no 
concern if the titles were irrelevant, but Ger-
manic publishing in the 1990s is rich in titles 
of both immediate and long-term interest to 
scholars. 

The following table gives the annual num-
ber of titles in the Harrassowitz approval plan 
(covering Germany, Austria, and German-
speaking Switzerland) for research collections 
in the social sciences, humanities, and sci-
ences. 

No. OF PRICE PRICE 
YEAR TITLES INDM IN $U.S. 

1988 12,085 56.23 32.79 
1989 15,587 55.28 29.97 
1990 19,243 56.78 34.87 
1991 18,472 60.55 37.27 
1992 19,647 58.23 38.56 
1993 19,554 63.70 40.06 

53 Written by James Henry Spohrer and this author, the re-
port was sent to ARL in March 1994. 

The table shows a significant increase in the 
number of relevant titles and in the dollars 
that are required to purchase them. Adequate 
figures for approval-plan purchases are not 
available for all of this period, but satisfactory 
data for 1993-94 (the fiscal year as opposed to 
the calendar year 1993) show that Widener 
received 5,068 titles from the Harrassowitz 
approval plan. We cannot know how many 
were acquired by Harvard libraries other than 
Widener, but it is most unlikely that those 
other libraries made up the difference be-
tween 5,068 and 19,554. 

Data exist for acquisitions from all 
sources-not just the Harrassowitz approval 
plan-from the German- and Dutch-lan-
guage areas. Whereas in fiscal years 1986-
1990, Widener acquired an annual average of 
13,606 books, during 1991-1994 the figure 
was only 8,892. Put differently, for every rno 
Germanic books ordered by Widener during 
fiscal years 1986-1990, only 65 books were 
ordered in 1991-1994. 

Titles from the Germanic world are noto-
riously expensive, which means that even as 
the bibliographic universe is expanding, it is 
effectively shrinking for Harvard. 

The tension between strained economies 
and the demonstrated excellence of the col-
lections has been expressed well by two of the 
university's senior officers. Prior to launching 
the university-wide fund-raising drive last 
May, President Neil Rudenstine wrote, "En-
larging Harvard is not our goal. ... The chal-
lenge we face is to build wisely and selectively 
on our existing strengths." 54 Harvard's mis-
sion, he continued, was: 

To recognize and adapt to the economic re-
alities of our time, by making the most pro-
ductive possible use ef our existing resources, 
while making selective new investments de-
signed to build on existing strengths. We 
live in an era of constraint, when no 
single institution can cover every field 
ofknowledge or expand in response to 
every perceived need. Now is not the 
time for a major expansion of the 
university's overall scale and scope; 
rather; it is a time to make the best use 
we can of the resources we have, and 
to integrate and renew them in cre-
ative ways. 55 

54 Letter to Harvard University faculty and staff, 9 May 
1994, I. 

55 Letter to Friends of Harvard, 2 May 1994, 3. 
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If now is not the time to expand, however, 
"good libraries are inclusive," according to 
Sidney Verba, director of the University 
Library and Carl H. Pforzheimer University 
Professor, inasmuch as 

they maintain a record of the highest 
reflective thoughts and expressions of 
philosophers, of scientists, of poets. 
They maintain a record of the affairs of 
nations, the rise and fall of civilizations. 
They maintain a record of the daily 
lives of people. And much more. The 
Harvard library has been maintaining 
that record for over three and a half 
centuries. 56 

Moves in two directions will be necessary 
if Harvard's scholars and students are to have 
the same opportunities in the future that they 
have had in the past. One is to increase bud-
gets so that the collections will more nearly 
approach the inclusiveness that is the mark of 
any good library. The other is to develop ef-
fective plans for collecting and sharing re-
sources. These are the options. 

The trend is, unfortunately, away from be-
ing able to depend on others, as the study of 
political-science literature shows. The ten-
dency is for libraries to reduce their purchases 
around the edges and to concentrate on core 
material. The great difference between the 
cost of original cataloging and that of down-
loading a record for a book cataloged else-
where is a further disincentive; librarians 
hunker down, as if besieged, and concentrate 
on fewer and fewer core materials. Fostering 
altruistic behavior in a time of financial strin-
gency is difficult. 

My predecessors feared that the libraries of 
the United States would one day all resemble 
a famous chain of hotels. One shelf of library 
books, like a hotel room, would be much like 
any other. As libraries collectively constrict 
their acquisitions budgets, the image becomes 
real-and runs counter to the long-term 
needs of scholars. A food image is one I pre-
fer: the threat that each research library will 
become the intellectual equivalent of a fast-
food establishment. But people come to 
Harvard for more than fast food: they want 
golden ages, not golden arches. 
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