DIGITAL ACCESS o0 HARVARD
SCHOLARSHIP sr HARVARD LIBRARY

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

The selection of books for Lamont

Citation
Williams, Edwin E. 1949. The selection of books for Lamont. Harvard Library Bulletin Il (3),
Autumn 1949: 386-394.

Link
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:42672680

Terms of use

This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made

available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set

forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFIOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility

https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits youlSubmit a stary |



https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=925b07ba-1d24-4a13-9fad-0327ad3b24af

The Selection of Books for Lamont

NDERGRADUATES are the primary concern of hun-

dreds of college libraries, but, even when an institution

offers no graduate courses of any kind, its hibrary normally
_ must give some attention to faculty necds. The Lamont
Library is in a different situation. It is contributing to the biblio-
graphical well-being of the faculty and of graduate students by re-
lieving Widener and some other Harvard libraries of heavy wse by
undcrgraduates, and it 1s sometimes visited (as the reserved collections
in the Widencr Reading Room used to be) by instructors and gradu-
ates when they requirc copies of hooks in great demand; but books
ought to be placed in Lamont only because they will be wanted by
undcrgraduates. | |

There 1s another distinction. Flsewhere, when a student wishes to
use baoks that are not in his own college library, he must generally, if
he is to borrow them at all, call upon some other institution at 2
distance from the campus. Here, however, if Lamont does not have
what an undergraduate wants, Widencr, Houghton, and other Har-
vard libraries are necarby, and they have not curtailed the privileges
he had during the pre-Lamont period when he was entirely dependent
on them.

If individualism and diversity arc desirable in colleges, it may be
argued that no two college Jibrary beok collections ought to be iden-
tical. Tamont, in so far as its purposes and wmilicu are unique, is clearly
catitled and obligated to differ from its fellows cven more than they
differ from one another. Hence extennation 1 for the defects of its
collection may be offcred: There was no madel to be copied,

Reservation 1 wmight follow: Two major portions of the collection
werc already 1n existence when the selection project began under the
supervision of the author of this paper.

"The books on reading lists for undergraduate courses, many of them
already on rescrve, obviously would be needed in the new library, and
the Superintendent of the Widencr Reading Room (now Librarian
of Lamont) made sure that all of which copics could be acquired would
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The Selection of Books for Lamont 387

be found there. This accounted for approximately 4,500 titles (svhich
duplication brings to 22,500 volumes) on reserve, and for more than
5,000 additional titles in the general collection. Rcading lists, of
course, arc 4 faculty product, so selection by librarians was not in-
volved.

Recrcational reading was to be furnished by the Farnssvorth Room
{(about 5,000 volumes) and the Poetry Room (about 3,000 volumcs),
both of which had been operating in Widener for years. The former
collection had been weeded and renovated while the room was closed
during the war, and both are kept up to date by a ‘Curator of the
Poetry Room and Subject Specialist in English Literature in the Har-
vard Colicge Library.’ |

At first glance the reservation might seem to make a special selec-
tion projcct unnecessary, Students, like other men, presumably read
for profit, for pleasure, or for some commbination of the two. Widener,
next door, can supply extraordinary needs; with normal required and
reereational reading 1n Lamont cared for already, what more is needed?
‘This question should, at lcast, suggest reassurance 1: It is urilike]y that

.anyonc will be irreparably damaged by omissions or other results of
poor sclection in the general collection for Lamont.

Still, from the premise that no single volume in it can be termed
essential, it docs not follow that a general colicction is undesirable.
Perhaps students ought to read more than is required; in preparing
term papers, for cxample, they may often have to turn to books that
no instructor has recommended or assigned for any class as.a whole. *
Moreover, intcrest in chosen subjects may lead a student to find
pleasure in volumes that do not divert enough of his classmates to
warrant their inclusion in 2 Farnsworth Room.

Wherther or not access to their stacks can be permitted, Widener
and other research libraries are so large that the best books on most
subjects are submerged in the highly techuical, the obsolescent, the
medincre, and worse. A specialist needs the inferior as well as the
great books, and should be competent to find his way among them;
but an undergraduare faces wastcful and discouraging searches unless
he can start with a selection of the most useful material on any field of
interest to him. If he exhausts the selection and desircs to investigatc

' further it is then time for him to call on the research collections, and
his reading in the Lamont stacks ought to have made him enough of
a specialist to do so cffectively. Indeed, while the new building can
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greatly facilitateé both his requircd and his unspecialized recreational -
reading by offering Detter physical accommadations, the general col-
lcetion, which did not exist before, may be called Lamont’s major
bibliographical contribution to the undergraduate.

Picking out this general collection might have been an enjoyable
task for a man who knew cnough to do it, particularly if he were alsa
interested In cxcrting a salutary influence on future generations of
Harvard students by sparing them authors, ideas, and subjects ob-
noxious to him, while providing gencrous quantitics of those his tastes
approved. Instead, the work of coordinating sclcction devolved upon
one who not only lacked these qualifications but wha thought it de-
sirable for students as well as prudent for humself to follow a procedure
that would shelter him beneath reservation z: The faculty has been
responsible for Lamont book selection.

It might have been simple to go to each instructor or department
and request a list of the books that ought to be acquired. But, no
matter how well he knows the literature of a subject, a specialist may
not be prepared to think of all the bocks on it that ought to be in a
library. Perhaps a better job could be donc mare casily if fairly com-
prehensive lists could be submitted to the faculty for revision. Un-
suitable titles then might readily be crosscd out, and some, at Jeast,
of the omissions would probably be suggested by the titles at hand.

Fortunately, members of the Harvard faculty had already done
work that could be utilized in compiling such preliminary lists. Each
of the seven Houses has a collection of more than 10,000 and fewer
than 13,500 volumes; in his article describing these libraries, Franlk N,
Jones has stated that ‘the project of getting together the books for
the first two Houses enlisted ar one time or another the active coopéra-
tion of a hundred or more Faculty members . . .>* All seven have
had the benefit of faculty advice at least to some extent throughout
their history, and, though they differ widely, all have been sclected
with the needs of Harvard smudents in mind; conscquently it was
believed that a large proportion of the books ownced by the Houses .
would prove to be desiderata for a general undergraduate collection,
Lypists began carly in 1947 to copy main-entry cards for all books in
the Adams House lemr}r, then the six others werc mcorporated one
by one until a card filc had been made covering all volumes in the

**The Libraries of the Harvard Houses,” Harvaro Lisrary Bueieriv, IT (1948),
368.

-
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seven Houses, with symbols indicating in which of the librarics each
title was to be found.? -

The second major source of titles for consideration was one to

* which at least a few members of the Harvard faculty had contributed,
The Carncgic Corporation of New York, when making grants-in-aid
to colleges for book purchascs, financed the preparation and publica-
cion in 1931 of A List of Books {or College Libraries, edited by Charles
B. Shaw, and containing more than 14,000 titles sclected by two hun-
dred faculty members of Harvard and forty-nine other American
colleges and universitics.” A supplement, also edited by Shaw, and
listing nearly 4,000 new books that had appeared between 1931 and
1938, was prepared in the same manner and published in r940.* The
sccond step in the Lamont selection project was to annotatc cards that
had been copied from the House library catalogucs and type new ones
until the file included a record of everything in these two Shaw lists.

A third source of suppestions was needed to provide for the years
since 7638. More than one hundred and fifty scholarly journals, in-
cluding the fifty-foue in which the Shaw supplement cites book re-
views, were chosen for checking., Reviews (many of them by mem-
bers of the Harvard faculty) in issues of each journal fram 193¢ to
date were rcad, and cards were made for all books that had heen favor-
ably reviewed and did not seem obuously unsuitable, Fourteen pro-
fessional members of the lihrary staff were called upon to help with
the review checking when it was scen that the supervisor of the project
would not finish scon enough if he attempted to do it all himself. No
effort was made to be very selective; the librarians inevitably wwere
unfamiliar with many of the subjeets in which thcy had to examine
reviews, and the fa(,ulty cvidently would find it easier to climinate
titles that nced not have been listed than to add those that cught to
have been brought to their attention but were not.

Finally, the cards were annotated to show which titles werc al ready
assured of inclusion in Lamont becausc they were on required-reading
lists. Since no decisions would be nceded on these, this was a mcans of

*These cards could now be used as the basis for a Union Catalogue of House

Libraries, which might be kept up to date in Lamont, but it scems doubtful that
such a catalogue would be worth while.

*Shaw, A List of Books for College Libraries (Chicago, 1931).
‘Shaw, A List of Books for College Libraries 1931-38 (Chicago, 1940). Pre-
, liminary checking had shown that little could have been added to Shaw by using
Foster E. Mohrhardt’s 4 List of Books for Junior College Libraries (Chicagu, 1937).
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saving some time for the judges; morcover, it might have been unwise
to sclect baoks on a subject without taking into account thosc that had
been chosen in advance, - . .
When the file was completed late in 1947 it was found to consist of
ncarly 44,500 cards, each indicating whether or not the title it listed
was in Shaw or on a required-reading list, which Houses owned it, if
any, and (for books less than ninc or ten years old) which of onc
hundred and fifty journals had favorably reviewed it. The titles then
had to be classificd and sorted by subjcet; in the process it was possible
to discard more than 4,000 as surely unnecessary because they were
out of datc, inferior editions, or too specialized. Most of the latter
were volumes that presumably had strayed into onc or another of the

Houscs by gift.® .
In January 1948, 40,290 cards, now divided into fifty-four subject
files, were ready for submission to thosc who would select. Each de-
partment of the Faculty of Arts and Scicnces had been informed of
the project and asked to appoint onc of its members as a representative
with whom the Library could deal. The twenty-cight departments®
could be counted upon to handle thirty-five of the subjects — philoso-
phy, psychology, social relations, government, economics, comparative
philology, mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, mineralogy,
geology, biology, anthropology, medicine, engineering, fine arts, archi-
recture, music, geography, history, and the following languages and
. literaturcs: American, English, German, Scandinavian, French, Italian,
Spanish, Portuguese, Latn, Greek, Celtic, Semitic, far Eastern, and

Indic. Uscful arts were attached to. engineering; the Biology Depart-

ment was asked to pass on palacontolagical and agricultural materials;

and a member of the History Department covered Slavic.

It was not difficult to make less formal arrangements for expert

sclection in most of the other subjects by asking for help from the

Curator of the Nieman T'cllowships, the Librarian of the Houghton

Library, the Curator of the Department of Printing and Graphic Arts,

the Director of the Andover-Harvard Theological Library, officers

giving instruction in military and maval science, the Dean and the

“Cards for all House library titles (hat were not approved for Lamont by the
faculty have been collected in a file that may he useful to HMouse librarians who
wish to weed their collections.

‘ For the departments then existing see Harvard University Catalogue, Noveuiber,
1945, Pp. 158~159,
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Librarian of the Graduate School of Education, the staff of the Har-
vard Archives, the Managing Editor of Isis, the Librarian of the Blue
Hill Meteorological Observatory, the Assistant Director of Physical
Fducation, the Curator of the Theatre Collection, and an Associate
Profcssor of Public Spéaking. A few miscellancous or small groups of
cards were handled by members of the Widencr Library staff.

The collections. of cards with which members of the faculty were
confronted ranged in size from two dozen to nearly seven thousand.
Each dcpartment, of course, was free to deal with them as it chose,
and there was no unifermity in the procedures adopted. In some cases
the chairman or his representative did the work himsclf; other depart-
ments appointed committees to serve as juries; and the cards for some
subjects were further sorted in order that a specialist n cach sub-
division of the field could cxamine those in the area with which he
was most familiar. Many professors called informally on one or more
of their colleagues for advice. Conscquently it is impossible to make
a complete list of the individuals to whom the Lamont Library 15
indebted for help.

It should be emphasized, however, that the work of selection was
done by officers of the University who were asked, either directly or
through their departments, to assist; this request, in every case, meant
an uncxpected addition to normal teaching and administrative duties,
yet therc werce no refusals to cooperate and, in most cases, the selection
was made very promptly. The last of the cards were returned by the
end of April 1948, Icss than four months after the first of them had
been distributed.

Probable use by Harvard undergraduates was the criterion for sclec-
tion, rather than any theory of what would constitute an 1deal book
coliecction. Education, for example, is not an undergraduate field of
concentration at Harvard, but is heavily represented in the Shaw lists;
the preliminary card file for education was, therefore, ruthlessly
weeded until only 290 titles were approved of the 88¢ that had been
suggested. |

Other accidents of time and place influenced selection. Harvard
students of fine arts spend a good deal of time in the Fogg Museum
using its collections of originals, slides, ctc.; the Fopg is across the street
from Lamont; and fine arts books are very cxpensive. Consequently
the list approved in this ficld was smaller than it would have been if
there were no fine arts library at the Fogg. (German books are hard

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume Ill, Number 3 (Autumn
1949)



392 Harvard Library Bulletin

to obtain at present, so the German collection in Lamont has been
smaller to start with than would have been desirable. In French, on
the other hand, the Department of Romance Languages authorized the
transfcr of books freely from the Lowell Memorial and French Li-
braries on the top floor of Widener, so the Lamont collection of
¥rench literary classics is a more extensive one than would have been
assembled by purchase alone. '

(lards were not duplicared; each title appeared 1n only one subject
file, and there was some mis-classification, It was not surprising; there-
forc, that a number of the additions suggested by faculty members
proved to be titles that had been submitted to and approved (in most
cases) by another department. Of the 40,290 titles assembled for
faculty consideration, approximately 7,700 were rejected, and met
additions to the list by the sclectors amounted 1o 3,809; hence 2 tocal
of 36,309 titles were approved for inclusion. Many rejections were
to be expected 1n the sciences, where books become out of date most
rapidly; in some other subjects a majority of the titles rejected were
judged too specialized for vndergraduate needs. The linguistic attain-
ments of cthe average student in cach ficld were, of course, an essential
factor in deciding on books in languages other than English.

it should be noted that two special portions of the general collection
— the periodicals aud the reference books — had been selected for the
most part before faculty advice was sought. It was believed that back
files of serials, unless indexcd, would be used very litde by students;
therefore inclusion in Poole’s Index, the Readers’ Guide, or the futer-
national Index to Periodicals was an essential consideration in deciding
which files would be desirable, and an important one in choosing
current subscriptions. Ie will take many years, of course, to collect
all the back files that arc wanted.. It was thought that the best judges
of reference books would be Jibrarians who have been answering
undergraduates’ questions and helping them find information. Cards
for refercnce items, like those for required reading, were included in
the lists submitted to the faculty for their information rather than for
decision. ' :

While cvery book recommended by the faculty has been placed in
Lamont if it could be obtained, there are inclusions (besides those just
mentioned) thac werc not specifically recommended by the faculty.
Large gifts of books had ta be sorted before the lists had been approved,
and volumes selected for Lamont from these gifts were processcd ar
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once. Undoubtedly faculty members would have differed with the
supervisor of the project in some cases, Perhaps, however, he would
not have been unanimously overruled on many items, for it was in-
structive to sce how frequently a professor, overlooking the symbol
indicating required reading, would attempt to rejeet cards for volumes
that one or another of his colleagues assigns to undergraduaces.

Of the 36,399 approved titles, 9,832 were already on required read-

.ing lists or in the reference collection. Checking indicated that 4,392
more had already becn catalogned for Lamont, chicfly as a result of
the gifts that have been mentioned, and that duplicate copies of an-
other 6,364 were available far transfer from Widener., Normally, a
boolk was not transferred to the general collection in Lamont unless
there was a duplicate of it for Widener to retain, but it has not seemed
practicable to cstablish any inflexible rule thar Lamont shall contain
only copies of books kept in the Widener stacks. The Farnsworth
and Poetry Rooms have never been so restricted. A book must go to
Jamaont if it is on reserve and additional copiés of it cannot be bought,
Moreover, when hundreds of undergraduates have assignments in the
smue bovk, it docs little good to tell the graduate student or faculty
member who neceds it that Widener has a copy, for that copy, no
doubt, will alrcady be in the hands of an enterprising undergraduate,
I'inally, Lamont has purchased a good many books, particularly in the
sciences, that Widener would never have bought; in thesc ficlds, La-
mont represents a duplication far the undergraduate’s benefit of special
and laboratory collcetions,

Acquisition was a scparate project, but it should be observed that, of
the 15,811 titles remaining to be purchased after transfers had been
made, nearly 3,500 were published abroad and more than 5,000 were
out-of-print American books. It is not surprising, then, that something
like 4,000 of the books wanted could not be obtained at reasonable
prices in the sccond-hand market by the time the new library opened.
This supplies extenuarion 2 for Lamont’s deficiencies: Many of the
volumes selected are not there yet. On the other hand, it is clear that
better administration of the selection project” by the writer would
not only have given the faculty more time and more satisfactory lists
on which to work, but would have left a longer period after sele.ction,

~ "The clerical employees arc to be congratulated on having done an cxcelent
_ J;ulb, p;amcularly Miss Gladys Wells, who was with the project longer than any of
the athers.
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during which additional hundreds of out-of-print books could have
been tracked down.

‘The hunt for titles remaining on the desiderata list will continue.
Selection of new books will be based on reviews in the current issucs -
of the journals uscd to supplement the Shaw lists, with continucd ad-
vice from the faculty. Lamont is not designed to housc more than
100,000 volumes, and it opened with more than 8o,006; thus it must
fairly soon begin to discard old books as rapidly as it adds new ones.
A research library grows and tries to preserve almost everything that
comes to it; an undergraduate library can be kept at the same size be-
cause no volume in it need remain there always — one may hope that
there will be many copies of Homer in Lamont as long as the building
stands, but, cven in ten or twenty years, they will not be the same
copies of the same editions that werc there in 1949,

This may be summarized as reassurance 2: The coliection is im-
permanent; so, therefore, are its present deficiencies. All those who

' use it {or whose students use it) can help to improve Lamont’s book
collection, which, in a few years, will reflect the original selection less
than the later criticisms and suggestions made from day to day by
students, librarians, and members of the faculty.

Epwin E., WILLIANS \
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