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Section Three
The History of Preservation at Harvard

H arvard librarians responded in the 1960s to the increasingly obvious deterio-
ration of the collections by participating in efforts to develop national plans.
Edwin E. Williams, Associate University Librarian, served as secretary, from 1960
to 1970, of the Association of Research Libraries’ Committee on the Preservation
of Research Library Materials. Its 1965 report called for placing a copy of every-
thing that needed to be preserved in a national collection, and for filming to be
carried out whenever a given item was wanted for consultation. For a variety of
reasons the plan was not pursued, perhaps in part because mass deacidification came
to be seen, as was noted in the 1967 report of the committee, as a “very bright spot
on the technological horizon.”

Here in Cambridge, Harvard’s participation in the Research Libraries Group led
to establishment by the University Library Council in 1975 of a Preservation Com-
mittee. It emphasized the repair and restoration of deteriorating volumes, and it was
instrumental in creating in 1975 the position of Book Conservator, someone to
provide library staft with opportunities for conservation training and assistance.

In 1978, the library also sought and received the first of a series of grants from
the U.S. Department of Education under the Strengthening Research Library
Resources Program; the funds provided for microfilming deteriorated or fragile
materials and for improving bibliographic access. Over the next eleven years, 16
million pages of selected research materials were preserved on 3 smm microfilm,
produced according to national standards by the Photographic Services Division of
the Harvard College Library. The material that was filmed fits into two major cat-
egories: fragile materials identified through their being used, and materials, often
special collections, selected by particularly energetic and entrepreneurial librarians.
German-language serials, Judaica serials and pamphlets, rare Chinese books, and
women’s studies materials from the Schlesinger Library are among the most heavily
filmed categories.

Along with seeking federal funding and allocating larger sums from operations
budgets (the total from both sources was approximately $2.3 million in FY 1988-89),
the library has sought and received preservation funding from foundations and
private donors. In 1979, the Tudor Foundation established a fund to support con-
servation treatment, and in 1981 the Littauer Foundation established a major pres-
ervation fund for Judaica. Additional preservation endowments have also been
established in the College and Law School libraries by alumni and other support-
ers. The library’s publishing program with commercial micropublishers tapped into
another source of funds and expertise; contracts now stipulate that Harvard retain
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possession of the master negative, while at the same time the distribution efforts of
publishers ensure wider dissemination of preserved materials.

In the early 1980s, the University began planning a state-of-the-art secondary
storage facility to combine high-density storage for lesser-used research materials
with improved environmental control to retard deterioration. It opened in 1986,
and a second unit, doubling storage capacity, will be completed in 1991.

In 1987, the family of Edwin A. Malloy and the Tudor Foundation established
at Harvard the first endowed position of preservation librarian in the country, the
Malloy-Rabinowitz Preservation Librarian. That launched the library into a era of
intense planning for preservation. The library also became a sponsor of the Com-
mission on Preservation and Access, contributing $25,000 each year to this inde-
pendent body established to foster and support collaboration among libraries and
allied organizations. Commission member Sidney Verba, Director of the Univer-
sity Library, testified to Congress in March 1989 at the appropriations hearing for
increased funding for a national preservation program.

Major gains were made during the decade of the eighties, but the dimensions of
the problem were shown to be more than correspondingly large. In other research
libraries, especially Yale and the Library of Congress, large-scale surveys of the
condition of their collections were carried out in 1984; they showed embrittlement
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The Micrographics Laboratory in
Widener Library produces archival
quality microfilm copies of collection
materials. Camera operator Nicholas
Guerrieri is shown microfilming a
volume from the library’s Risorgimento
collection. Filming is made possible by
a grant from the National Endowment
for the Humanities.
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University Library Book Conservator
Deoris Freitag provides advice and assis-
tance to libraries throughout Harvard, a
role she combines with that of Book
Conservator in the Andover-Harvard
Theological Library. Her workshop is
also used as a site for training Harvard
conservation staff.

HARVARD LIBRARY BULLETIN

rates of 2§ to 33 percent. A 1989 report of the University Library articulated pres-
ervation problems and needs common to all of Harvard’s libraries.

To coordinate Harvard’s increasing preservation activities, the University Library
established in 1989 a Preservation Office. The library also received a major preser-
vation grant from the new Office of Preservation of the National Endowment for
the Humanities. Harvard received one of the initial grants, which, it is anticipated,
will permit continued expansion of the library’s ongoing efforts to contribute to a
nationwide effort to preserve and provide greater access to materials from the brittle
book era (1800-1920). The current NEH grant of $1.8 million is administered by
the Preservation Office, which has established a centralized preservation process-
ing unit with a staff of six; an additional thirteen FTE staff work on the project
throughout the library. The library expects to maintain this level of effort with
subsequent grants from NEH, preserving approximately 10,000 volumes per year
on microfilm.

Although the preservation efforts of the University Library over the last twenty
years have been substantial, they are not commensurate with the great size of the
problem. They have also not been sufficiently programmatic; preservation has not
been sufficiently integrated into library activities, and decisions have been made
without a clear picture of their place in a long-range effort. That was an inevi-
table stage, one universal among libraries. It is now ending. Additional planning
and development efforts are being made to ensure that a preservation program of
appropriate depth and breadth is established and maintained. It must be adequate
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to the task of passing on the irreplaceable research resources represented by the
collections of the Harvard University Library. Harvard will need significantly to
expand and enhance current preservation efforts; the library will need to use new
technology for preservation (including new methods to preserve the original). An
expanded program will also mean pursuing additional sources of public and pri-
vate funding and the forging of new alliances with other research libraries to co-
ordinate preservation on national and international levels.

Something other than enhancement, expansion, and additional funding is
required. A fully conscious intentionality and clear focus on long-range goals, a
greater sophistication about the types of material and their varying uses, a lack of
dogmatism, a willingness to explore all approaches, a readiness to face difficult
choices and lay them before the Harvard community—those are also among the
requirements of the preservation program of the 1990s.

The types of material needing preservation action and aspects of the problems
inherent in each are dealt with in the next sections.
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