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The Middle Eastern Collections 
of the Harvard Library 

J_.abib Z11·wiyya Y a111ak 

LTHoua11 S)7Stematic -ucquisition of lvliddle Eastern materials did 
not begin at Harvard until after the estublishn1ent of the 
Center for I\1iddle Eastern Studies in 1954, interest in Arabic 
and, one crrn sa)r., in Arabic a, goes back to the early years of 

the Universjty's history. During the presidency ( 1654-1672) of 
Charles Chauncey, Arabic ,vns added to the three Semitic languages -
Syriac, Chaldaic1 and I-lcbrc,v - that had been taught since 1643.1 

During the t,v o c cntur i es f o] 1 o\v j n g his ad rni nistrati on, .s 0111c instrn c-
ti on in A..ra bic may have been a ~taila b] c from tin1e to tin1e in Ila.r vard 
College, but no course in .Arabic appears to have been listed in the 
Catalogue of the University until the Semitic Dcparnncnt ,, .. as organ-
ized under the chairmanship of Professor Cra,vford I-I. To}7 in 1880. 
It js kno\vn that .several Atnerican colleges and universities introduced 
Sen1itics into thejr curricula during the eighteenth ccnmry; by 1896 it 
could be reported that Ara hie ,vns bcjng taught at Bryn i\1av ... r, Chicago, 
Cincinnati, Columbiat the Hebre,v Union College ju Cincinnati, Johns 
Hop kins, l\1i chigan, 1v1innes ota, N ev.r York U 1iivcrsity, Pennsy 1 va nia, 
Princetont the Union Theological Seminary in Ne,v York., and \T ander-
bilt1 as ,vell as at Harvard . .2 

The teaching of Arabic at these institutions ,vas not~ ho,vever, an 
end in itself. Arabic ,vas taught as an adjunct to Hebre,v; it \Va~ used 
chicfl)r for philological purposes, ~nd the en1phasis ,vas on biblical 
studies in gcncra.1. This situation continued ,veH into the frrst decade 
of the present century. Soon after the end of the First 'i\'orld '~'nr, 
A.rabic st£lrtcd to come into its o,vn in the American nnivcrsi ty· cu rricn-
lum. The f oundjng of ti 1c Oriental Institute at the University of Chi-
c-ago in 1919 is a landn1ark in the devclop111ent of Near Eastern studies 
as a major subject of teaching and research/~ In 1934 the University of 

1 \Villian1 Rosenau, Se-v1itic Studies in An1erica11 Colleges (C·hicago, 1896 ), 
PP· 7-s. 

2 l bfrl.1 pp. 9-15 .. 
a J aines H. Breasted, The Orientnl lnnJtuto ( Chicago, 193 3 ), pp .. 4i 1-4:26. 
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l\1ichigan established a cl1~ir of Islan1ic A.rt, the first of its kind in the 
history of Atncrican cducatioi1. T\VO years l2tcr the Ja1nes Richard 
Jc,vett Professorship of Arabic ,vas cndo,ved at Harvard 1 the first chair 
in this subjec.:t to be established in an An1erican universit}r· 

Gro,vjng interest in Arabic and Ishunic studies durjng the 193 o's is 
indic~ted by ~1 series of sutnn1cr sen1inars in Near Eastern studies spon-
sored by the An1erican Council of Learned Societies; these n1et at 
Princeton in 1935, 193 8, and 1941. 4 Still, the gro\vth cannot he de-
scribed as ra pid1 -and the appeal of Arabic studies \Va.s distinctly l irni ted. 
Fe\v uni\rer.sities ha<l vigorous graduate or advanced progr~nns ju 
Arabic or Islan1ic studies. '' Advanced Arabic,'" it ,vas reported in 
19 5 r, ''is taught at t\vo jnstitutions l PcnnS)7 lvania and Princeton] and 
five others [ Chi c2 go~ Co I u 111 bi a, D ropsic, Johns I-I opki ns, nd I ·I nr-
var d] give sorne courses~ Advanced Turkish is taught at r,vo institu-
tions [ Georgcto,vn and Princeton] '1nd one other [1-Inr,,ard] offers 
courses~ Som c Persian is taught at .fi v c. i nsti tu ti on s [Chicago, Drop sj c, 
1-Iarvard, Pennsylvania, and Princeton]'",., 

A 1najor change follovtcd the cnactrncnt in 195 8 of the National 
Defense Education Act, ,vhich had a,~ its objective the stin1ulation of 
interest in the study of foreign Jangnagcs. The result has been a strength-
ening of instruction in Arabic~ and the introduction of other IVliddle 
Eastern languages .jato the curricu]a. The teaching of Persian and 
Turki~h led eventually to n fairly large nu1nber of offerings in Pcrsi~1n 
and 1~urkish studies, ,vhich are no,v beco1ning ,vell established though 
they c.:undnue to pJay second -fiddle to A.rabic studies. 

1-""he grov.:-th of area study-progran1s is of great significance. T,vo 
decades ago the field ,vas practica1ly barren. "1~he Near East,n· Robert 
B. Hall 1vrotc in 1947, "is con1plctely· neglected and there arc f c,v 
scholars in this country ,vho kno\v anything about the ::1rca.'' r. Sixteen 
3rears 1atcr a sin1ilar surVC)7 reported that there \Vere seventeen area 
study progratns on the i\1liddle East,7 ::ind today there are bet,-veen 
t,vcnty-fivc and thirty. 

4 A1ncrican Council of Learned Societies, Dullelint xxv· (J u1y 1936 ), 678. Sec 
also J ~rr1cs Kritzcck ~n(l R. Ray]y \Vi11dcr~ eds., "J'be TVorld of l.s"11nt Studies in 
Hm,our of Philip K+ Hitti (J~onrlont 1960), p. 2. 

(i ,:vcndcll C. BennE:tr., Area Studies in An1erica11 U'Jliversities Ct·•,fowT York, 195 r )t 
P· 2 4+ 

t:-Robert ll. J-l~Hi Are.a Studi.e:i: JITifb Special Ref trencr to Their huplicntious for 
Resenrcb in the Sor.fol Scfonces {Ne\v York, 1947), p. 84. 

• Philip J. l\·f cl'-Hffi ~'Foreign r'\.re'.l Studies and Their Effects on Library De,Telop-
ment./1 College & ReserrrclJ Libraries-, xx1v· (July 1963 ), 293. 
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The rapid dcvcloprnent of these centers undoubtedly reflects gro,v-

ing recognition of the need for 1nore extensive and detailed study of the 
hi story and ci ,-rilizati on of tl 1 c lVli d d le East. S cv era 1 factors, of co urs c1 

have contributed to n1aking the lVliddlc East an itnportant - :ind 
fashionable - area of study, not the lcrtst of ,vhich has been the nc,v 
role of the United States as a ,vorld po,ver.. If con11ncrcial and jn-
dustxial interests have been responsible in part for the gro\vth of these 
centers, undoubtedly there is also interest of a 1nore scholarly :tnd 
humanistic n~tnre~ \vhich 1nay ,vell prove to be n1ore enduring, sup-
ported by increased assistance frorn found2tions and from the govcrn-
111ent since the early 195o's. 

The effect of these centers on the devcloptncnt of lVliddlc Eastern 
library· resources has been tr(;mcndous. The centers ha,7 c caused li-
braries in tl1cir institutions to cstablisl1 col]ections or build up existing 
holdings in this field, and have also brought about 1najor changes it1 the 
organization and control of these 1natcrials. It should not be suppose.di 
ho,vever, thr1t acquisition efforts prior to this surge of the 195o~s ,vere 
of little or no consequence+ On the contrary, 1nuch of the core of the 
l\1iddlc Eastern collections in this country, notably in Arabict ,vas 
ncquircd at the turn of the cenn1ry or even earlier. The sccon<l half of 
the nineteenth century brought an 2ppreci:thle increase in the Ar~bic 
holdings of An1cric an libraries. The Astor Coll c ct.ion, ,vl1ich hcc:nnc 
the nucleus of the Ne\v York Pub]ic Library~ contained n1orc th·an 
seventy· Arabic titlcs. 8 In 1870, Pr"ofessor Ed,vard E~ Salisbury pre-
sented his entire Mabie collection to the ,la le U nivcrsity I""'ibrary .~ 
To,vard the end of the century the Hartford Sc1ninary Foundation, 
through the assistance of Professor Duncan B. 1\-lacdonaldt ncquired 
the collection of August 1\-1iillcr of Konigsbcrg~1u 

The rnost notable single acquisition of 1nore recent years came in 
1942t ,vhcn Princeton ucquired the Yahuda Collectio11 of Arabic 1nanu-
scripts~ consisting of 1nore than six thousand n12nuscrjpts in all fields of 
kno,vledgc/ 1 1.'hrcc years later the l~iorary of Congress obtrrined the 

8 ... t\.s:tor Lil..Jrarr (Ne\v York), Catalogue of Book~ in tbe Astor J....ibrary Rclrrting 
to tbe Ltfngutt.ge.s rmd Literature of Asirri Africa, n11d t/Je Ot:.en.nic /s/nnds (Nc\v 
York, 185 4)~ p. jL 

0 Yale U nh·er.sity Libr~ryi A1·abic A1mu1scripts iu t!Je r Ifie Univ-erJity Librtfry, 
cotnpjkd by Leon Ncn1oy (NC\\' Ha \'tn, r 956) ! p. 5. Cl 'ra11sactions of the Connecti-
cut 1.\ cJ de n1 y of A rt s ~nd Sc icnc:cs! XL. ) 

10 Dunc~ n 8. lvl -J cd onal di ~j.T h c J\-1 ii] lcr Semitic Li br~ry.,"' Tb e Ha rt ford S flni nary 
Record, 1\T: 3 (February 1894 )t 174-l 79. 

11 Philip Hi ttj, ' 4Th e Ara hie s. n d ls hn1ic 1\-1anus cri pts, ~' P-rin c e ton U 11 h 1 er.sit y 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XVI, Number 4
(October 1968)

Harvard Library Bulletin 
great collection of Shaykh al-i\1ansuri of the Azhar University in Cairo) 
,vhich is reported to consist of some five thousand volumes dealing 
chiefly ,vith Islmn and ,vith the Quran, Hadith, and their respective 
scicnccs .. :12 These exam pies rlc1nonstrate that the A1iddle East ,vns not 
con1pl etel )7 neglected by major research libraries prior to the coming 
of age of the area study progran1s; even so, they· are overshado,ved by 
the ph enon1 enal gru\vth of 1nore re cent y·ears. A survey· in 194z found 
notable Arabic collections only at Princeton, Stanford, and Yale (in 
that order) / 6 ,vhiic h)r r 954 it could be reported that t\venty five li-
braries belonging to the Association of Research 1...-ihraries had sizable 
co llcctions of .A.rabi c n1 a terials. At that tin1 e th c Eve institutions having 
the most ex.ten siye Arabic holdings ,vcre said to be the Librar1, of 
Congress ,vith l J,ooo volumes., the Ne,v York Public Library ,vith 
5 ,ooo~ Harvard ,-vith 3~496, Princeton ,vith 2,398, and the Hoover 
Library at Stan£ ord ,vith 2 ,ooo. 14. Current i\rabic publications have 
been acquired by An1erican research libraries a.t an unprecedented 
·rate since 1962, ,vhcn the ~'P. L .. 480 Progn1111n ,vent into effect for the 
United A.rah Republic. This is a progra.tn, authorized by· nn n111cnd-
n1ent to Public La,v 480 of 1954~ under ,vhich foreign currencies 
derived from the sale ·of surplus agricultural co1nmodiries ~brond are 
used for the purchase~ servicing, and distribution to American libraries 
of f orcign boo ks, p eri odi ca ls, and related 1n a teria ls; it is ad 1ninistercd 
by the Librar) 7 . of Congress .. 

]f Arabic has been emphasized in the foregoing account rather than 
Persian or Turkish~ it is because the 1najor car1)7 acquisitions ,vere 
Arabic and the preponderance of n1a terial currently· received from the 
n1id die East is in that Janguage.. Persian and Turkish publications have 
been system atica 11 y acquired during the past t,vo decad est ho,vever, 
.-~nd holdings ~n these Janguages are no,v substantial.. Large private col-
lections., acquired during the mid-1950,s through the efforts of ener-
getic and dedicated faculty n1emhers and area specia]ists~ became the 

Cbro11icle, 3 (June 1941 )i 116--111 Quoted in M. h·t al-Ha.di, Arabic Library Re-
sources in t be U 11ited States ( unpubli 5he d Ph. l).. thesis~ U I b ana, Ill.~ 1964), p. 414 

12 H. \\ 1• Gliddent ,uOricntillia::. Near East,':t Library of Congresst Qturrterly 
Journal of Current Acqui1itionxi III (February I 946), 37 .. 

IB R. Il. D o\~.ln~t ,iLea ding An1er j can Library Co] lee tion s,' Library Q uari ITI y, 
XII ( 1941 ),. 457-473. 

14 Lucille 1\1. 1'.·1orshi Su;rJey of V 0Ju111e.r in ARL Libraries in tbe Lang1mges of 
Soutb-East Asia and t/Je A.fiddle East,. Report to ARL l,.fe1ubers., }uue 11, 19f4-
Citcd in i\1~ M. al-Harli, op .. eit . ., p. 41 .. 
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nucleus around ,vhich Persian and Turkish collections have gro,v1L 
At Harvard, Professor Stanford J .. Sha,v acquired much of the present 
Ottotnan Tur kjsh collection. For Persi r1n, the Harvard Library· o,ves 
a great deal to the initial contrjbution of Professor llichard Frye and 
to the guidance of J ran' s foremost bib li o graph er 1 ] ru j Af sh a.r. 

The records of the Harvard Library do not sho,v ho,v man) 7 .Arabic., 
Persianj and ,..f'u r kish hooks ,·vcrc in the coll cccions by th c mrn of the 
century or ho,v acti vc an acquisitions pro gran1 th ere ,va s. As has b ec n 
noted, the Dcpart1nent of Semitic Languages \Vas organized in 1880 by 
Professor Cnnvford I-I. Toy1 ,vho taught Arabic us ,vcll as I-Iebrc,v and 
Arrunaic. In 1891 the Departn1cnt ,vas reorganized as the Division of 
Sctnitic Languages and Hjsrory. The change appears to ha,~e been 
substantive rather than merely organizational nnd procedural; it 
implied a ne\v comn1itmcnt on the part of the University· to,vard the 
1 arger field of Ori en tu l studies.. In th c long run, at least, th is could not 
fail to ha vc a far rcn chjng influence .on the gro,vth of the Library·'s 
?vl id die Eastern co 11 ecti ons. 

In 1961 a ne,v reorganiiation changed the Division of Sen1itic Lan~ 
guages and History into the Dcparnncnt of Near Eastern Languages 
and Literatures. As no,v co nstitutc d, the Dcparttncnt is concerned \Vith 
teaching and research on the languages., ]iteratures, and history of the 
N car Eastern peoples f ron1 the earliest ti n1es to the present. 

The history of I~Iarvard's collections in Arabic 1 Persian:, and Tnrkis11 
1n ay be described as having gone through three distinct stages of 
gro,,~th during the past eighty-eight years - stages closely related to 
those traversed by· the Department thnt is chi cfly interested in d1e se 
colJections. From the founding of the Dcparttnent of Sc1nitic J_,an-
gu ages u n d I 1 8 91 th ere , vas Ii ttl c interest j n b ui l<ling up rcso urccs in 
Arabic, ,vhich ,vns not regarded as a useful subject in itself or even as 
a necessary too 1 for research in Near Eastern histor}T and archaeology. 
Natural1)7, therefore, neither the I..-ibrary-nor the Department of Sc-
n1idc Languages thought it necessary to dcvcl op a .systematic acquisi-
tions progrsn1 for .l\.rab ic. The f c,v vo1urnes acquired during that 
period \Vere gifts for the n1ost part, and Persian and Turkish I for all 
practical purposes., ,vere complerc]y neglected. 

The second stage extends f ron1 the reorganization of the Semitic 
Dep artn1ent in 1 89 1 until 1 9 5 4, ,vhen the Center for l\1id die Ens tern 
Stu dies ,vas established. Both dates are important 1 and n1arks. The re~ 
organization of 1891 resulted eventually in the freeing of Arabic fro1n 
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its suhordination · as -an ad jun ct to other Scn1itic languages. Since the 
early· decades of this century~ consequently·, Arabic has been taught at 
I-f arvard for the express purpose of enabling students to g11.in a deeper 
insight into 1\rabic studies in gcncr;ll., including Arabic history and 
literature. Though rhe traditional approach to the stud)' of Near East-
ern history and culture continued, nc"r areas of research rn1d scholar-
ship ,verc opening up \vhich required ,1 n1orc rigorous sn,dy of the 
language. In r 9 r 1, for the first tin1c jn its history, Harvard had a Pro-
fessor of Arabic in the person of Jarncs R. Jc\vctt, ,vho contribl1ted a 
great deal to the building of the Arabic collection during his 1norc than 
t\VCnty years on the Faculty~ · 

The coHcction is no\v in a period of dcvclop1nent that began in 1954 
\Vith the advent of the Center for l\1iddle Eastern Studies and the ap-
point111ent of Sir I-Ian1ilton A. R. Gibb to the Je,vett Professorship of 
1-\.rabic. Notable changes in rhe acqu1sitions pr.ograrn and in the proces-
sing of Arabic materials have n1arkcd this period. ~I'hrough the cff orts 
of Professor Gibb the Library· acql1ircd an Arabic collection of son1~ 
-three thous-and Yolun1cs. As the cataloguing facilities then ~vai]ablc 
, vcre in 1't d eq u a tc to process these n1a ter i -a.1 s, 2 nc \ v position ,v:1s csta b-
lishe d in the c:atalogue Dcpart1ncnt, ,vith the result thnt 1 in 1956, the 
Library had its first full-titne .A.rabic c::it~loguer, ,vho also ~dviscd on 
book selection. 

As teaching and research activities of the Center for l\1iddle Eastern 
Studies expanded, the Library sought to n1cct the dcn1and for research 
n1ntcria]s in Arabic, Pcrsian 1 and Turkish. 1""he position of l\1iddlc 
Eastern Specialist ,vas created in the Catalogue Dcpartn1cnt in 19 59; 
-three years later, the A.fiddle Eastern Division ,vas organized and the 
ne,v position of Assistant Librarian for tl1e l\1iddlc E-a.stern Co]lections 
,, 7as cstab11shcd for its adrninistrative chief. 

AB a significant part of the Harvard College J ~ibrary, the Arnbic col-
lection is of recent origin 1 though tl1e records appe2r co indicate that 
-there ,verc at least t,venty Arabic titles by 183 0. 1~ According to a count 
of the Library in 1949, the tota] Arabic collection then consisted of 
r ,984 volun1cs. 1 ... his seen1s to have been the first tin1e that a scp::iratc 
figure for i\.rabic holdings ,vas givtn in a general inventory, ,vhich may 
indicate that the collection \Vas gro,ving in jn1portance at that date. 
Ear] i er figures ,v ere reported on 1 y for the en ttre O l.s c] assi fi ca ti on, 

l l'j Harvard University Library .. A Catalogue of t be Library of 1-l n rvar d Un ive r-
shy ( Cambridgei 1830 ). 
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,vhich is nor restricted to Arabic~ but a1so includes ,vorks in Persian~ 
Turkish, Ar111c1uan~ Georgian, and a score of Indo-Iran.ia.n and 1~urco-
Tataric languages, as \veH as ,vorks in ,vestcrn languages dealing ,vith 
oriental liter2ture. In the absence of exact data on Ar~bic holdings 
bcf ore 1949, cstin1atcs of gro,vth cnn be based only on a co1nparison 
of the total count of the OJ_, classification in 1934, ,vhcn it nun1bcred 
4 7 2 70 volun1cs/r. lvith the total for I 949~ ,vhich \V-ns 5 ~8 76~ In fifteen 
years, then, only 1 ~606 -vo1un1es had been added to all of OL, and it is 
probable that fc\v of these ,vere in Arabic. For the entire span of r 20 

y·ears bct,vcen I 830 and 1949, ,vhen the last official c_ount ,vas n1nde, 
the increase f ron1 20 to 1 .,984 volun1es ,vould co,ne to an average of 
only 16! per yeac 

By 19 5 4 it is estin1atcd that .Arabic holdings num hered a pproxirnatcly 
2,500. 1 .... he tren1endous jncrcnse since that date stands out in sharp con~ 
trast against the earlier background of sln\v development. ,, 1hc11 J\1iss 
Flora ltizk joined the staiT of the Catalogue Departrnent in Septernhcr 
1956~ she ,vas given responsibility for cataloguing n1atcrials Jn Arabic, 
Persian, and 1.\1rkish. lly June 1957 the entire backlog of Arahic bad 
been catalogued: 11 A year 1atcr, ho\vcver~ it ,vas reported that 1 ~there 
is on hand the private collection recently purchased by the ?vlid<lle East 
Center ( 1 t500 volnrncs), 1 oo yolun1e.s of ,vhich have Leen put 
through.!' 16 Though no figures \Vere reported, it is safe to assun1c that 
by the end of the fiscal )7ear 19 5 7 / s 8 the Arabic collection in "\\'idencr 
had ·passed the 4,000-volume 111ark and thus, ,vithin four years after the 
cstablishn1ent of the Center, had ncnrl )r doubled in size. During the 
next ten years it ,vas to gro,v hy n1orc than 70070; its present size is 
slightly n1ore than 30,000 vohunes~ The Persian collection i~ no\v 
esti1natcd at 5,500 Yohnnes) and the Otton1an Turkish collection~ ,vith 
4,000., is as 1argc as A.rabic ,vas a decade ago. 

Size alone, it should be added, is not a sound criterion for evaluating 
the .strength of a research collection .. Con1parisons 111ay be 111isicading 
unless precise definitions of scope have cstab]ishcd ,vhat is jncludcd. It 
is safe to say, ho\vcver) that the lvliddle Eastern collections in the 
Harvard University Libral) 7 are a111ong the 1argcst in the country, that 

16 Alfred C. Potter., T/Je. Library of Ilarvm·d University, Dcscrip1i-ve nnd His-
torical },loteJ, 4th ed. ( Ca.1nbridgc., 1934)1 p. 46. 

1 i I-f arv,ard U ni11:crsity Library!-Catalogue Dcparrmenti Annturl Reportt 1956/ S7i 
12. 
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they are a·111ong the best organized of collections in their area, and that 
they· are ,ve11 ·balanced t c o,rering the ,vi de spectruJn .of Isl am i c and 
A1 id d le Eastern studies from c] assi cal antiquity ( i ~e ~, the pre-Islamic 
period) to the present. Alt the basic source materials in hi story·, Ii t era-
ture, philosophy·, and religion are represented by one or more editions. 
The ,vorks of great authors such as al-Ghazzali (ro58-11 Ir) t lbn 
Khaidun ( 13 3 2~1406)~ lbn Sina (980 [? ]-103 7), al-Farabi (cl. 9jo) t 

lbn 1..,a.}7lniy)Tah ( 1262-1328) 1 and al-Snyuti ( 1445-1 505), to men-
tion only a fe,v) fill several sheJ,res in the stacks4 The collections arc 
equall}7 Iich in n1aterjal on the Quran nnd the Quran.ic sciencest on 
Hadith and Hadith sciencest on Fiqh ( Isla1nic jurisprudence), on 
Kalam (Islamic theology), und on Ish1111ic sects. Tht) 7 are strong in 
Janguagc and Htcrarure. Classical ,vorks on Arabic gra1nmar abound, 
as ,ve] 1 as c 1 assi cal nnd n1 oder n die ti onaries. Every poet of no tc from 
the pre-Islarnic period do,vn to the cigh teen th cenrnr r~ is represented 
by at least one critical edition. Both the Arabic a.nd the Persian col~ 
lee ti ons arc particularly rich in bell cs 1 ettrcs? and b orh include extensive 
periodical holdings. 

The indebtedness of the Arabic co lie ction to the gnid ancc of Prof es~ 
sor Je\vett has alread)r been n1cntioned, nnd a con1p:1.mble debt to his 
.su c-e essor., Pr of essor "'\V illiam 1""h on1so n~ should be a ckno, v led ged. 
Their interest in Arabic studies pro1npted a sustained cff ort to enrj ch 
the collections, and most of the classical ,vorks - notably the presti-
gious editions of the Bulaq Press in Cuiro Hnd 111-any ,vestern critical 
editions -,vere acquired during their tenure. Their contribution ,vas 
all the 1norc i1np ortant because the Library then had no Arabic bibli-
ographer and no Arabic cataloguer. Professors Jc\vett and Thomson 
bui1t the hasic core around ,\-~hich the present collection has gro,vn. 

It n1ust also be remen1hered that during their ti1nc research in Arabic 
studies ,vas heavily· oriented to,vard the classical period, -and the col-
l ccti on na tu rally re fl.cctc d that approach. Jvlodern ,vor ks, parti cu] n r l y 
in literarnrc and the social sciences, ,verc relatively neglected, nnd 
Aiabic periodicals ,verc practicall)T non-existent. This situation con;... 
cinucd until 1954 ,vhcnt as a direct result of the establishment of the 
Ccn tcr for l'vlidd 1 c E2 stern Studies, a complctel y ne,v approach to the 
acquisition of Arabic 111aterials ,vas developed. From that date for,,-ard 
the Library has been c.on1 mi tted to building a strong and viable research 
collection. This resulted in the a.ppointm ent of n full-ti1nc .Ara hie cat-
aloguer in 1956 and then in the establishment of the l\1iddlc Eastern 
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Division in 1962; it has also entailed the financial support for acquisi-
tions that has n1ade possible the ren1arkable gro,vth of the collection 
durjng the past decade. · 

Thjs gro,vth has been in depth as ,ve11 as horizontally. l\1 ore th an 
t\vo thousand volumes relating to the n1odern period ,vere acquired 
during 1956 alone. ]ncreascd attention to periodicals began ,vith sub-
stantial additions to the list of current subscriptions, and soon led to the 
acquisition of n1any· back £1cs. Bcnvccn 1959 and 196i it ,vas possible 
to purchase complete sets of a 111101 b er of significant Arabic periodicals 
of the late nineteenth and early nvcnti eth centuries., an1ong them 
al-Aluqtataf ( r 876-l 95 r ), al-Ji11nu ( 1 870-1885)., al-Di ya, ( 1898-
1906) 1 al-I-! ilal ( 1 892 to date), nl-A1.rtsbriq ( 1 898 to date) 1 and al-lrf r111 
(1909 to date). Today· the total nun1ber of Arabic periodicals in the 
Library is ,v ell over 3 5 o, n1ost of ,v hi ch are current. 

The l. ... ibrary· has sought .since 1956 to cover ne,v publications of 
research value \vithout neglecting opporn11utiC-S to acquire earlier 
,vorks that ought to be in its collection~ and it has been successful in 
both efforts. l\1any of the gaps in the classical portion of the collection 
arc b cing fiHc<l in. For re cent pub Ii cations, grca t nssis ta.nee Ii as corn e 
from the ''P. L. 480 Program," ,vhich has alread)T been 1nentione<l; 
this has brought to the Library everything of research value - in so 
far as agents of the Library of Congress have been able to obtain ''every-
thing'' - that has been published in the United Arab Republic since 
Jnnua.r)r 1962. In 1962 and again in 1964 the Assistant Librarian for 
the l\1iddle Eastern Collections ,vent on buying expeditions to North 
Africa and the i\1iddle East. Each of these tripst in addition to the 
volumes that it brought to the collection iinn1cdiatel)7 , helped to estab-
lish closer relatio11S ,vith booksellers~ publishers, govcrnn1cnt agencies, 
libraries) and acade1nic instirucions; there is no substirote for such ·re-
lations in nn area ,vherc the international book trade is relativel}7 un-
developed. 

The history of the i\1idd1e Eastern catalogucst like the history of the 
collection itself, has been 1narked by periods of neglect as ,veil as of 
rapid progress. The spec.ial Arabic catalogue ,vGs established during the 
acaden1ic year 1914/ 15 under the supervjsion of Dr .. 0. H .. Gates of the 
Andover Theological Scn1inury Library. Fro1n the beginning the 
Library displayed great foresight in dealing ,vith the problcn1 of 
tr~ nsli tera tion4 I nstcad of f o 11 Olv ing ,v h r1 t might have scc1n e d to be the 
norn1al and natural approach to cataloguing \Vorks in non-Roman 
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alpha betsJ the Library decided not to transliterate but to catalogue 
.A.rabic boo ks in Arabic and to develop a scpara te .A..rabic catalogue. 
The Persian and Otto1nan Turkish catalogues ,vcrc later developed on 
the sarne basis. Th us, instead of forcing the sch o 1~ r to transl iterate 
author and title in order to locate an Arabic book in the lton1an-alpha-
het Public Catalogue, the Library has provided a separate file ,Yhich is 
1nuch easier to consult. · 

According to the A~rnual Report of the Cat2logne Departn1ent for 
1914/15, "Dr. Gates undertook to prepare the Arabic catalogue in con-
nection ,vith his reclassification of the hooks, and he ernployed to he]p 
hin1 a Syrian student, l\1r~ Dumit.·n There is a short note concern1ng 
the ref crence cards for Arabic authors in the Au11ual Report for 
1916/ J 7, but, aside from this, the reports say· nothing of the Arabic 
catalogue or the Arabic collection until 1927. Silence evidently re-
flected inactivity, for the Annual Report of 192 7 /18 describes the 
Arnbic trays as ,cneglectcd children', that i,have in consequence 
suffered for lack of care and h:tve long need rd con1bing and dressing 
up." During this long period of n~glcct there ~ccumulntcd a large 
nu 1n b er of 1101 es regarding n1a tters that need cd a tten ti on b cf ore the 
catalogue could be n1ade more useful. 1-Iclp ,vas solicited fro1n Pro-
fessor Je\vctt and the report for 192 7 /z8 notes that he ,icontrib11tcd one 
hundred dollars to attend to this messy cle-aning~up job4 '' 

The first cataloguer to be put in charge· of the Ar[lbic catalogue after 
Dr. Gates ,vas I\1iss Jessie lvl. '''hiteheadt ,vho equipped herself for the 
task hy studying Arabic ,,rith Professor l"homson~ By December 1926 
she ''had sufficient acquaintance \Vith the .sin1pler gran1madcal forn1s 
of Ii tcrary .AJ.-a hie to n1 a kc it , vort h , v hi le to attack th c ace 11 n1 ul a ted 

. reserve of bo_oks, pamphlets, and n1anuscripts in ,vhich the Arabic 
script ,vas en1ployed." 19 Prof es~ors Je\·vctt ~nd Thomson \Vere help-
ful in identifying difficult iten1s and obscure authors. 

The Catalogue Department reports say· nothing about i\1iddle 
Eastern can1log11ing from 1928 to 193 8; in the A1111ual Report for 
1938/3 9, ho,\Tevert IVIiss "\\Thitchcad ,vrote, ''Professor Tho1nson 
brought up in April the question of Arabic nan1cs .. 4 • Ericfl)T., the 
selection of the portion of the nan1e under ,vhich the ~uthor is filed 
has been done through the years on a very disparate policy~ far too fc,v 
references ha\Tc been n1adc~ and rian1cs have been shortened unn1crci-
fu1ly at one ti111c4"' ~n In order co reduce the confusion resulting front 

rn 1 bid .• 19:26/2-7t 19. 
20 J bid., 1938/39., [ App~ndix}. 
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this, it ,1.1"as d cci d ed that the Arabic c atal ogu c sh ou Id be rcvis ed as soon 
~s possible, but 1\1iss "\~7hitchead \vas still cotnplaining t\VO year,s later 
th-rrt ''the _Arabic nan1es jn our catalogue remain a spot needing lengthy 

• I '' '"11 rcv1s1on. 
Another period of silence in the A1111ual Reports continued until 

1 946 / 4 7) \ v hen David D orn1an ,vas c n1 pl oycd to assist i\1 iss 1 \l'hi teh cad 
,vith Arnbjc Cata1oguing. By· June 1948, it ,vris reported, nll un-
catalogued material hnd been processed. Nothing 111orc is recorded 
until Sc p te1n b er 19 5 6 ,v l 1 en J\1i ss Flora Rizk j oi ne d the staff as Arabic 
cataloguer; thereafter, each annual and statistical report has contained 
infonnation on the progress· of Arabic cataloguing. 

In rcrr.ospec t, then, during the first forty yea rs of the Aiabic cata 
logne a beginning ,vas n1ade, but the intervals of activity'" ,, 7cre n1uch 
Ehortcr than the periods of relative neglect~ l"his should not be sur-
prising in vic,v of th c history of th c col I cction i tse If i1 nd of teaching and 
rcsc8rch in Arabic· ut Harvard during this period. Obvionsl3r there \Vas 
little cn1phasis on ,vhat n1ay be called for1nal or fu11 cataloguing. 
Enn·ics often ,·vcrc not unifoI1n and the nan1cs of classical authors in~ 
variably ,vc.rc shortened. There ,verc very f e\v added entrics 1 pn.r-
ticuhrrly for titles, and, except for a fe,v personal-nan1c headings, 
there 1\~erc no subject cards. In short, the Arabic catalogue \Vas sin1pl)r 
a finding list rather than a bibliographical too], and, since the J_,ibrar)T 
stacks """'ere open to" studentst h can be -assumed that little use \Vas mndc 
uf jc It should he added that, for all practical purposes~ the Pcr!l13n and 
Ottoman Turkish catalogues did not exist before the establishment of 
the C en tcr for 1\1 iddl c Eastern Studi cs in 1 9 5 4. 

Shortcon1ings remain in spite of the progress that has been 1n3de 
since 1956, ,vhen the position of A.rabic catglo_gucr ,v~s established; 
but the 1\1iddlc Eastern catalogues of the ·Harvard University Librar)T 
1na)7 no\v be described as the leading catalogues of their kind • in the 
United Stutes. The ,visdom of the basic original decision to n1aintain 
separate catalogues rather tlu1.n to transliterate has repeatedly been vin-
dicated.. In 1956 the Arabic cata]oguc contained f e,ver than 3,000 

cards; it is no\v estin1ated to cont~in n1orc than 40,000 author and title 
cards~ '''hile a great 1118jority of the c2rds arc typc\vritten~ a fc,v r11anu-
script cards survive. The Persian catalogue nun1bcrs n1ore than 12,000 

cards, and the Ottoinan Turkish 1nore thun 4,000. In additioni a fourth 
file, containing subj cct cards , v1 th Jtng] i sh-1 an gua g c hca din gs., contains 
at least 13,000 c~rcls+ Each nf the three l~nguagc caralog-ucs - Arabic, 

-:.1 Ibid., 1940/41, 201. 
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Persian, ancl Ottoman Turkish - is in dictionary forn1,.· ,vith cards for 
authors, ti tl cs1 and p cirs ona l-nan1c sub} ect headings interfiled. "fhe sub~ 
ject catalogue ,vith English-language headings1 ,vhich \Vas established 
in lvlarch 1961~ has gro\vn at a phenomenal rate, and has been ,varmly 
,velcomed by scholars. It includes subject cards for all ,vorks in 
Arabic, Persian, or Ottoman 1.\1rkish that have been catalogued1 re-
c a ta l ogued, or reel assi fi ed since its csta b 1 ishm en t. · 

The 1\1 idd 1 e Eastern catalogues arc not restricted to holdings of 
"\~'idener I~ibrary, but include cards for Arabic ,vorks in the La,v 
School Library., the Counnvay ljbrary of A-1cdicine, the Andover-
Harvard Theological I~ibrary, and the Houghton Library. In addition~ 
the bibHographical usefu1ness of the catalogues is increased by· the in-
clusion in thc1n of hundreds of Library of Congress depository cards. 

A library· cuta logric is a cumu lati,;c and collective ,vork to ,vhich 
n1any individuals contribute something. It is impossible to cnu111eratc 
everyone ,vho has ,vorked .on the Arabic catalogue since the bcgjnning 
,vas 1nade by Dr. Gates in r 914, but the list of those ,vho have helped 
over the years includes l\1iss Jessie .i\1. "\Vhitehead, David Dorn1an, Miss 
Flora Rizk, Khalil tvlahn1ndt 1\1iss IVlaude Harrison~ l\1rs. SuJad F. 
Jon cs, l\1r s. Sh ukr i Y)Ta Kassis, Fu ad Garn al al-Din, 1\1 usta.f a 1\1. us-a\ vi, 
Julius Szentcndrey, and lv1rs. Sofia I\1usalla1n. Tl1c· Persian catalogue 
o,ves a great deal to lrnj Afshar, ,vho revised the old cataloguing and 
assisted in cataloguing an accumulated backlog during the short period 
he spent at Harvard in 1963 2nd 1964. As a result of his effortst a pre-
lin1inar3T edition of the Persian catalogue , vas publish c d in 1 9 64; as it 
110,v stands, ho,vever, the Persian catalogue is primarily the ,v ork of 
Hooshung Aalam. The Otton1un Turkish catalogue has been trans-
formed from a finding list to ·:a .fine bibliographical tool chiefly by the 
efforts of l\1oses l\1anoushagian and l\1rs. Emel Tekin. Finally, credit 
for the typing and production of cards goes to i\-1rs. Alic·c Dey-ab. 

The Harvard University Library·'s Catalogue of Arabic, Persian, and 
Ottou1n11 T1rrkisb Books (in four parts,. one for each of the ]anguagcs, 
,vith the topical subject cards constituting the fourth) ,vas published 
during Scpten1ber 1968.22 This is a major conuibution to bihliographi-
cal control of rvliddlc Eastern resources in this country, and n1ay be 
said to mark the con1ing of age of these resources in American research 
libraries. T ,venty years ago these resources ,vcrc so neglected that no 

22 This article, in "l sUght l y different form, 'J. pp curs also as the In trod 1.1 ction to 
this. Cat.al o gue. 
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publications dealing ,vith then1 \vere recorded in Library Literature. 
The ren1a.rkable upsurge of teaching and research on the lvlidd]e East 
since that tin1e has been matched h3r gro,vth of library collections~ At 
Harvard, i.vhcre there ,vere f c,ver than 31000 books in Ar~ bic, Persian? 
and Otton1an Turkish in 1954, there are no\v more tlu1n 40~000 vol-
umes in these languages and the rate of gro,vth is still increasing. '~'hile 
a nun1ber of gaps in the collection~ particnlarly in its classical segments~ 
have been filled~ other areas .s ti 11 req uj re strength en.ing. . Special a ttcn-
ti on must be given to the acquisition of Arabic materials from North 
Africa~ .A.ni.bic and Persian chronicles, rind local histories of the nine-
t c enth century. 

Fully co1nmitted to building up its resources in this area of regional 
sn1di cs, the Harvard Library, parti cu 1 ar I y since 19 6 2,. has con ccn tra te d 
on 1\-1:iddle Eastern publications on history1 the humanities, language 
2nd literature1 and the social sciences. Although acquisition policy· 
re1nains essentially selective, research1 both present and prospective, 
requires a ,vidc range of materials. The objective is not an enormous 
collection, b nt .one th at , vill satisfy as f u 11 y as possib I e the needs of 
scholarly research4 These needs change from time to ti1nc, -and the 
Library must attempt to anticipate changes; the materials should be on 
its shelves before they a.re rcquestcd4 Indeed, if they are not, the 
Library ,vill find that 1nany of them have become excessively· costl)T if 
11ot completely unobtajnnble. 

For American research~ the 1\1iddle East clearly has arrived and is 
here to .stay. Ee 0110111i c and political crises come and go, but Amr:rican 
research on the i\1iddle East is no longer so1ely of an it11n1cdiate and 
pra.ccicgl nature; its jnterest in the history and culture of the -area is no,v 
firmly based. 1-Iarvard"s l\1iddlc Eastern collections pro1nise to be 
useful so long as scholars srnd y the significant c haptcr of the human 
experience that these collections record. 


