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Envisioning the Fine Arts Library: Paul J. Sachs

Kathryn Brush

My first encounter with the extraordinary resources and 
highly gifted scholar-librarians of the Fine Arts Library occurred in 1991–
1992, when I was an Andrew W. Mellon Faculty Fellow in the Humanities 

at Harvard. I had the good luck to find an apartment on Prescott Street, directly across 
from the reading room in the new Werner Otto Hall, and was excited to be able to run 
across the street at any time of the day or night for an enormously stimulating research 
“fix.” Since then the Fine Arts Library has been my favorite research destination, and I 
continue to make regular pilgrimages to it from Canada.

One of my most unforgettable experiences took place in the dark and tightly 
packed basement stacks when I was conducting research for a book on the conceptual, 
architectural, and pedagogical reinvention of the Fogg Art Museum, which opened in 
its Quincy Street location in 1927. Edward Forbes and Paul J. Sachs had begun in 1915 
to envision a joint museum and art department that would stimulate the development 
of “fine arts scholarship” in North America; Sachs in particular recognized that 
investment in library resources, both textual and visual, was vital to the project. He 
played a leading role in building the collection, and in January 1922 had an inventory 
compiled that recorded the library holdings as well as the books in his own library, 
which he planned to give to Harvard. Sachs carried a copy of this typewritten catalog 
everywhere he traveled in order to help him make strategic purchases.2 Because I had 
already studied Sachs’s well-worn leather-bound library catalog, with its many additions 
and annotations, in the Harvard University Archives, I was particularly fascinated to 
encounter the following handwritten dedication on the title page of the first volume 
of Sachs’s personal copy of the Vorträge der Bibliothek Warburg, now in the Fine Arts 
Library: “Mr. Paul Sachs—mit den besten Empfehlungen ergebenst überreicht v. A. 
Warburg 13. XI. 925.” The many links between Harvard’s Fine Arts Library and the 
Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg in Hamburg during the 1920s suddenly 
came alive.

Sachs and Warburg belonged to the same circles (and in fact Warburg’s younger 
brother Felix funded the construction of both the new Fogg and the Hamburg library in 
the 1920s). But it was Sachs’s and Aby Warburg’s mission to create research institutions 

 2 Harvard University Archives, Paul J. Sachs Papers, Catalogue of Books Relating to Fine Arts 
Contained in the Harvard College Library, Fogg Museum of Art, and the Library of Paul Joseph Sachs: 
January 1922 to September 1, 1942, HUG 4764.25. Sachs’s keen engagement with the library is also documented 
in the Harvard Art Museums Archives.
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that would generate new and imaginative ideas about art and culture that bonded the 
two men in these years. Warburg’s Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek was one of many 
that Sachs studied as he envisioned a fine arts library for Harvard that could support a 
wide range of research approaches and mobilize the creation of knowledge across many 
different cultures, languages, and histories. Those who now work, study, and generate 
ideas in the Fine Arts Library actively build upon and extend Paul Sachs’s founding 
vision—and the vision of many others, whose collections, bequests, and initiatives 
enrich the Fine Arts Library community on a daily basis. For me, the “living” presence 
of the past, so evident in bookplates, photograph labels, and personal inscriptions, as 
in the case of Warburg’s presentation note to Sachs, makes the Fine Arts Library a very 
special place in which to produce twenty-first century research. 

Title page with inscription in Vorträge der Bibliothek Warburg, vol. 1.  FA10.35.5 v. 1.
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