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The Charles Mulford Robinson Collection
Caroline Shillaber

RTICULATE volces that had a concerted ecffect upon civic
improvement at the turn of the century included the
well-known writer and journalist of the time, Charles
Mulford Robinson. With no formal study in design, Robin-

son bccame an influential writer when such landscape architects as
Frederick Law Olmsted, Arthur A. Shurtleff (later Shurcliff),
and Charles Eliot were also arousing the intcrest of the public in
urban conditons and civic beanty. By 1909 sufficient cnthusiasm
had been cngendered to hold the first National Conference on
City Planning in Boston. And in the same year Harvard was the
first university to offer a course in city planning; Professor James
Sturgis Pray, Chairman of the School of Landscape Architecture,
presented The Principles of City Planning. In the spring of 1910
Robinson came to Iarvard at the invitation of Professor Pray to con-
tinuc his rescarch on residential subdivisions.

After Robinson’s death, his widow gave her husband’s professional
library to Harvard in 1920 partly in recognition of the courtesy cx-
tended to him, partly because the School of Landscape Architecrure
was considered “the center for city planning information.”* The
collection, officially named the Charles Mulford Robinson Memorial
City Planning Library, consists of books, periedicals, clippings, and
reports made by Robinson as adviser to many Amecrican citics. Under
the terms of the gift the collection must be kept intact with no item
ever taken to supplement any other collection or to be placed any-
where else.?

Today the Memorial Library is preserved as an entity within the
Library of the Graduate School of Design at Harvard. A brief account
of the formation of the School, together with its Library, will make it
clear why Robinson’s collcction is where it is.

* Harvard Alwwnni Hulleting XX (Novw, 18, 1920), 171.
®Letter from Mrs, Rabinson to Mr., Lane, Librarian of Widener Library, Sept.

27, 1920.
® Robinson Hall, the headquarters of the School, was named for a different family.,
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In 1929 Harvargd established a School of City Planning, coordinate
with the School of Architecture and the School of Landscape Archi-
teeture, which had been departments until 1912, In 1936 these three
schools merged into the newly formed Graduate School of Design.
The Jibrary that served the Department of Landscape Architecrure
was established in 1911 when the materials that had been collected in
other libraries, especially that of the Department of Architecrure,
werce gathered into one collcetion in Robinson Hall. Books and re-
ports, maps and plans were then sought with zeal from ali over the
world ta serve teaching and research in civic improvement and other
aspects of the emerging profession of city planning. In 1958 the two
libraries, Architecture and the combined library of Landscape Archi-
tecture and City Planning, were brought under one administration to
scrve the Graduate School of Design.

Wheo was Charles Mulford Robinson and why is his library unique?
[He was born at Ramapo, New York, April 30, 1869 and was taken
by his parents shortly after his birch to Rochester, New York, which
hc madc his home until his death, which occurred in Albany on De-
cember 30, 1917. He graduated with a B.A. from the University of
Rochester in 18¢1 and was a Phi Beta Kappa scholar. He received an
honorary Master of Arts degree from that University in 1905. Fol-
lowing his graduation Robinson went to Europe, where he began a
study of the visual aspects of cities, that, reinforced by later trips,
illuminated his thinking, writing, and, more importantly, his future
work of advising towns and cities on ways and means of improving
their conditions.* |

Robinson was first drawn to a carcer in journalism, becoming an
cditor of the Post Express in Rochester (1891-1902), the Philadelphia
Ledyger in 1904, and the Municipal Journal in New York City in 1907.
The affection he always retaincd for Rochester was expressed in
Robinson’s articles for the Post Express that he cxpanded, gathcred
into a small book called T°hird Ward Traits, and published in 1899 in
a small edition of 200 copics. Like many of its residents, Robmson was
sentimentally devoted to the third ward and his articles are charming

+¢Charles Mulford Robinson, Associate Member: A Minute on His Life and
Service,” Amecrican Socicty of Landscape Architects, Transactions, 11 (1909-1921),
93-90; Virginia Jeffrey Smith, “Charles Mulford Robinsan,” Gienesee Country Scrap-

book, IV (1953}, 4-7.
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accounts of the ward and its leisurely social life at the close of the
nineteenth century.

Robinson contributed a serics of three articles entitled “Improvement
in City Lifc” to the Atlantic Monthbly in April, May, and June 18g9.
These articles attracted wide attention, and the remaining years of
Robinson’s brief life were devoted to civic improvement. Harper's
Monthly then invited Robinson to go abroad to prepare a similar series
on municipal development in Europe. Article followed article in
numerous periodicals as Robinson began contributing comments and
rcviews to The Architectural Record, The Survey, The Comnmion
Good, The Boston Transcript, National Municipal Review, Houise
and Garden, The Awmerican City, and many other journals or news-
papers.

Robinson had accumulated more information in Europe than he
could possibly use in the Harper’s series, and this he arranged in chap-
ters for his book, The DImprovement of Towns and Cities; or, The
Practical Basis of Civic Aesthetics.® Tn spite of awakening publie con-
cern for civic beauty, since no puhlisher would accept the book, Rob-
inson brought it out at his own expense in May, 19o1. Before the year
was over popular demand nceessitated a second printing in November;
reprint followed reprint untl the eleventh in 1916, The foreword
states that the book groups logically in one volume all the major direc-
tions of effort for city beauty in Amecrica and Europe and explains the
need for co-ordination in order to achicve harmonious results. Al-
though his concern is primarily with the esthetics of city development,
Robinson’s book ranges from cxamples of past achievements to at-
tempts current in his day to stem the tide of growing ngliness in cites.
Basic to the city’s beauty are the trearment of its site, its strect patterns,
protection of its waterfront, control of its utilities (overhcad wircs
were a principal problem), restraint of outdoor advertising, and care
and planting of trees. Major elements in the aspect of towns are parks,
squares, architectural controls, protection of ancient buildings, muni-
cipal sculprure, and “parking” i business and residendal sections.
“Parking” in 1901 meant trees or flowers in the center strips or along
the sides of strects. And finally, as planners passionately plead today,
he urged the adoption of definite schemes of devclopment for suburbs
and universities.

*New York, G, P, Putnam’s Sons, May 1go1, Reprinted Nov. 1901, 1902, 1906,
Jan. 1907, Dec. 1907, 1900, 1911, 1013, 1914, 19I5, 1016,
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Many of Robinson’s themes: squares and playgrounds, possibilities
for gardening, the importance of trees, parks and drives, civic beauty
and csthetics arc found sixty-five years later in President Johnson's
Message on the Cities:

I recommend changes in the open space program, breadening its authority to
help local governments acquire and clear arcas to create small parks and stjuarcs,
malls and playgronnds. In addition [ recommend special grants to cities for
landscaping, the planting of trees, the improvement of city parks and other
measures to bring beauty and naturc to the city dweller.C

Federal legislation, government programs, and public money have re-
placed the individual and privatc effort of Robinson’s day, but the aims
are similar; clvic improvement is once move a concern of cities and
towns across the nacion.

The wide audience and enthusiastic reviews of The Iniprovenient
of Towns and Cities established its author as a lcader in the city
planning movement in this country. Robinson then wrote a third
book, AModern Civic Are; or, The City Made Beauntiful, published in
1903. It, too, was widely rcad on both sides of the Atlantic, prompting
its publisher to bring out later editions wich illustrations. The fourth
edition appeared in 1918. Many of his articles were collected by
Robinson in a litile book entitled ‘The Call of the City (1908). Like
its titlc, the essays are lyrical descriptions of the lovelicr aspeets of cities
and the comforts of urban living.

‘Throughout his lifc Robinson belonged te many organizations in
this country, England and on the Continent, often serving thesc asso-
ciauons as an officer. He was sceretary of the American Park and
Outdoor Arc Association which, through the cfforts of Robinson and
others, merged with another group to form the American Civic Asso-
ciation that later became the well-known American Planning and
Civic Association,

Robinson received his first commission to apply his theories in actual
practice when Buffale, New York, invited him to recommend ways
of improving the city. His report was printed in 1902. Detroit then
sought his advice, which was printed together with a report by F, L.
Olmsted. American cities and towns from the east to the west and as
far as Honolulu sought his counscl that often resulted in a printed
report.” Robinson approached urban problems primarily from an es-

®* March 2, 196s.
"The library has reparts for over 3o individual citics and towus,
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thetic point of view, although, in Jater years, in association with the
landscape architect, William Pitkin, Jr., he drafted the detailed plans
that professional city planners considered esscntial to supplementing
their proposals.

In 1911 Robinson wrotc a booklet, The Widih and Arrangentent of
Streets which he amplified and revised for a long book of over 300
pages that was called City Planning with Special Reference to the
Plauning of Streeis and Lots, published in 1916, This was a well-
1ilustrated volume based on the premise that “rational methods of strcet
platting” would promote good housing and more efficicnt city plan-
ning. The final section of the book is an appendix which reviews the
“maost essential and suggestive of those measures which are a product
of the present town planning movement.”

‘Through his writings and reports Robinson had acquired sufiicient
stature in the professional field of city planning to be offcred the first
chair in Civic Design established at the University of Illinois in 1g913.°
He remained there until his death in 1917. The year before he died
Robinson had contributed an article to City Plan® on instruction in
city planning at colleges and universities, which indicates that courses
were being offered at ninc institutions. In fact the years from tgag,
when the first course was given at Harvard, to 1920 were an important
decade in training the city planners who played prominent roles in the
succceding years of city planning history.*®

Mcanwhilc the Harvard Library had been steadily expanding under
the leadership of its first librarian, Miss Theodora Kimball (who later
married Henry V. Hubbard, then Chairman of the School of City
Planning). Mrs, Hubbard zealously collected all available books and
pamphlets relating to planning all over the world and guided the
development of the library with a passion for systematic order that
has served scholars well throughout the years. No adequate classifica-
tion for such materials existed; therefore, together with James Sturgis
Pray, she compiled a scheme for city planning that was cvolved within
the general NAC designation made by the Library of Congress. In the

* Charles Mulford Robinson, “City Planning Course at the University of {llinois,”
Landscape Architecture, 111 {1913), 97-100.

* Charles Mulford Robinson, “Collegiate Instruction in City Planning,” City Plan,
I (April 1916}, 12-18.

“Frederick ]J. Adams and Gerald Hodge, “City Planning Jostruction in the
United States: The Pioneering Days, 19o0-1930," Journal of the American lustiture
of Planners, XXXI (February 1965), 43-51.
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words of Mrs. Hubbard, it was a “combination of logical arrangement
with convenient sequeace” ™ and it is still in use today not only by
the Harvard Library but by many other planning Jlibraries that were
established later. Its chicf merits lie in its comprehensiveness and its
flexibility, which has allowed for expansion as technolagy has affected
various elements of planning. A supplement by Miss Katherine Mc-
Namara in collaboration with Arthur C, Comey, Assistant Professor
of City Planning, carries the classification beyend urban limits into
broader areas of regional and state planning.**

The library’s record in World War I and its Jater history have heen
described in a previous issue of the Harvarp Larrary Burremix 2 by
its second librarian, Miss McNamara, who served from 1924 to 1963.
Miss McNamara carried on the splendid traditions set by Mrs, Hubbard
of aiding scholarly research throughout the world. She, too, compiled
countless bibliographies, some of which have been published as books,
that are basic sources of refcrence.

The library 1s unique in the amount of detailed cataloguing that has
made it a prime source of information in the field of planning and
related subjects such as housing, metropolitan growth, and urban re-
ncwal. Since the beginning of the century a major portion of planning
literaturc has been published in pamphlets, which both Mrs. Hubbard
and Miss McNamara collected assiduously. All such material 1s repre-
sented in the library catalogue. In addition, periodicals that do not
appear 1u any published index have been 1ndexed so that there has been
dctailed coverage of all articles in magazines acquired by the ]ibrary
These thousands of references comprise the only record of its kind
that has ever been made,

Throughout the years the comprehensive range of the library has
been enriched by several gifts of historical significance, including the
Charles Mulford Robinson collection. Enhanced by time, Robinson’s
writings mark the beginnings of efforts that have developed into current
programs for improving the total environment.

2 Theodora Kimball, “The Library of the School of Landscape Architecture at
Harvatd University,” Special Libraries, IV (1913), 166,

® Arthur C, Comey and Katherine McNamara, State and National Planning: An
Analysis of tie Subject Avvanged awith Particular Reference to the Classification of
Library Material, with Alphabetic Subject Index, In collaboration with Henry V.,
Hulbibard and Howard K. Menbinick, and the U.S. National Resources Connuittee
(Cambridge, 1937).

¥ Katherine McNamara, “The Library of the Departments of Landscape Archi-
tecture and Regional Planning,” Harvard Library Balletin, VI (1p53), 188-143,
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