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Fifty Years of the Fine Arts Library

Wolfgang Freitag
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Wolfgang Freitag in his office, 1981. Reproduction. Harvard Art Museums Archives, HC.22.41.

at Nash Avenue, Menlo Park, suddenly the telephone rang and disturbed my

peacefully sleeping family. The voice on the other end of the line belonged to
Douglas W. Bryant, the librarian of Harvard College and Associate University Librarian
under Paul Buck, the director. Doug, a loyal Stanford alumnus, had “loaned” me to his
alma mater, where I was engaged in building the collection of an undergraduate library
that was modeled on Harvard’s Lamont and the University of Michigan’s undergraduate
library. Doug felt that this immigrant would enjoy and benefit from experience on the
West Coast. “But, I want you back,” he had said, “in about five years, and, by the way,
when you come back is there anything specific you would like to do?” “Yes,” I replied,
“I would like to be in charge of one of the humanities libraries, preferably music or
art” Now, during that night in May when he had slightly misjudged the time difference
between the two coasts, he offered me the librarianship of the Fine Arts Library.

l T WAS DURING A BEAUTIFUL NIGHT AND A CALIFORNIA SPRING WHEN
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It would be an act of gross impiety if this introduction to the history of the first
fifty years of the Fine Arts Library did not also pay homage to the person who directed,
over a period of slightly more than twenty-seven years, the first and earliest of the two
components from which arose the Fine Arts Library of the Harvard College Library:
Edna Louise Lucas, librarian of the Fogg Museum Library from 1927 to 1963.

Miss Lucas was a pioneer in the then emerging profession of art librarianship,
a subject on which she had many publications to her name. She combined the
administration of the Fogg Art Museum Library with the function of chief acquisitions
and book selection officer for fine arts in Widener Library. But her capacity as
consultant extended even those two roles by also working closely with the librarians
of the Peabody Museum Library, which at that time included not only non-European
“ethnographic” arts such as the arts of Oceanic and African tribal societies, but also a
large collection of classical, Greco-Roman, and prehistoric art.

In the brief, two-page introduction in which Miss Lucas welcomed new students
to her realm, she made it clear that the heart of the enterprise was not the verbal but
the visual section, especially the photograph collection which had grown to more
than 25,000 items and a substantial collection of large-format lantern slides, the latter
meticulously cataloged on large-format index cards that, in addition to location and
provenance of the work of art also featured a black and white contact print. This
collection formed the virtual “Museum Without Walls” (as Malraux would have called
it). As such, it was recognized not only by art historians, but also by scholars from the
fields of theology, literature, musicology, and anthropology, to but name a few.

The printed resources in this library consisted of course reserves, many in
multiple copies, monographs on single works of art owned by the museum, and a
large collection of museum and gallery catalogs that was international in its depth
and scope; furthermore, there were books on museum administration, conservation,
and restoration, the last two being fields in which the Fogg was the recognized leader
among academic libraries. Its journal Technical Studies in the Field of the Fine Arts
ranked with only a handful of similar publications worldwide.

So it came to pass that when Miss Lucas suddenly announced her immediate
retirement less than one year after the two collections of art history books—the one
at the Fogg and the one at Widener—had been officially consolidated to form the new
Fine Arts Library of the Harvard College Library, I became her successor.

Dr. Freitag passed away on November 14, 2012. All of us who had the opportunity to
work with him mourn his passing. The library’s collections and services celebrated in
this issue of the Harvard Library Bulletin were shaped in large part during the twenty-
seven years of his tenure as Librarian.
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