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Main Reading Room, Library of Congress, circa 1930s. Photograph by Jack Delano.
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People working at desks in the Main Reading Room of the Library of Congress, circa 1940.



Foreword

One of my first assignments when I began my library career was to file Library of Congress card catalog sets into a wooden case in a storefront branch of the Chicago Public Library. The importance of accuracy and the responsibility of the card catalog was impressed upon me.

For the better part of the twentieth century, the card catalog stood as the gateway to the wonders of a library’s collection. Now it is celebrated in this new book from the Library of Congress. The Card Catalog reflects an important, if unheralded, aspect of our national library—the profound impact of the catalog in organizing the Library’s vast holdings and the role of cooperative cataloging in helping isolated rural libraries serve their communities and larger libraries refine their collections.

As Librarian of Congress, I appreciate the daunting challenges my predecessors faced in leading the world’s largest library, from former Librarian Herbert Putnam’s bold leadership in developing a system for distributing standardized cards to libraries nationwide to Henriette Avram’s extraordinary new technology that ushered in the modern age of the online catalog. How fortunate the Library of Congress was and is to have such a tireless and dedicated staff to carry out the different functions that make it one of the pillars of our democracy. I am honored to have the opportunity to build on the legacy and accomplishments of my predecessors as we continue to extend the sense of ownership and pride in our national treasures to all Americans.

Just as the card catalog afforded Putnam the opportunity to provide easy access to the Library’s boundless resources, the tradition continues as digitization makes ever more items accessible to the public. Since the Library’s establishment in 1800, with a collection of 740 volumes and only three maps, it has grown into a diverse collection of more than 162 million items, including more than 38 million cataloged books and other print materials in 470 languages. The public is welcome to visit the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., or online at www.loc.gov as we strive to ensure that all citizens can fully and freely access information, pursue knowledge, and make use of our shared cultural heritage.

—CARLA HAYDEN

Librarian of Congress
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Main Reading Room, Library of Congress, circa 1950.



Introduction

Wandering the stacks at the Library of Congress can be as overwhelming as it is inspiring. Drifting through the maze of bookshelves evokes images of Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges’s fictional Library of Babel—a seemingly infinite labyrinth of books. Being surrounded by the collected memory of the human race is a reminder of the intrinsic desire for both knowledge and organization. Ever since the emergence of the written word, humans have scribbled down myths, stories, histories, and natural observations and worked tirelessly to gather and protect these fragments of a shared past.

Evolving alongside, in the shadows of the written word, was one of the most versatile and durable technologies in history: the library catalog—a road map for navigating this wilderness of books. The humble yet powerful card catalog progressed slowly and, like countless other important inventions, owes its existence to a number of brilliant thinkers, as well as to the twists and turns of history. From the peculiar and idiosyncratic methods of ancient libraries to far more intricate, comprehensive modern attempts, library catalogs are a tangible example of humanity’s effort to establish and preserve the possibility of order.

Assembled in handsome oak cabinets, the card catalog once framed the palatial Main Reading Room at the Library of Congress. It has now fallen to the exigencies of modern life, replaced by the flickering screens of the online computer catalog. One would need to venture farther into the stacks to find the Main Card Catalog. Opening a drawer and flipping through the well-worn cards, many handwritten and filled with marginalia containing valuable information not to be found in an Internet search, leaves one with a sense of awe at how catalogers distilled so much information onto simple 3-by-5-inch index cards—cards that still sit neatly filed, waiting to reveal the treasures hidden in the hundreds of miles of Library stacks on Capitol Hill.

—PETER DEVEREAUX

Writer-Editor, The Library of Congress
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Die Bibliothek der Universität Leyden La bibliothèque de l’université de Leyde. Jan Cornelis Woudanus, circa 1570-1615.


Chapter 1

Origins of the Card Catalog

Cuneiforms to Playing Cards
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Bill of sale, Sumerian cuneiform tablet, 2200-1900 B.C.

The logical idea of using a tablet for cataloging purposes parallels other clerical applications, such as accounting and documentation.

CATALOGS OF CLAY

The origin of the card catalog goes back to the cradle of civilization nestled in the fertile ground between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. About 3000 B.C., the Sumerians, who flourished in Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq), used ordinary reeds as styli to make impressions on wet clay. In doing so, they devised what is considered the first writing system. This system, called cuneiform, was initially used by bureaucrats to keep records of daily economic activity and was consigned to a modest group of scribes. As cuneiform gradually grew more refined over the millennia, scribes used it to engrave Sumerian oral literary works onto clay tablets. Excavations beginning in the late nineteenth century uncovered thousands of these tablets—filled with epic poems, hymns, fables, and myths.

One tablet, found near the Sumerian city of Nippur and dated around 2000 B.C., was clearly identified as a library catalog by renowned Sumerian history and language expert S. N. Kramer. At just 2 1/2 by 1 1/2 in (6.5 by 4 cm), the tablet foreshadowed the use of small index cards in cataloging, and it was divided into two columns listing the titles of sixty-two literary works. Among these titles was the oldest surviving piece of Western literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh, which predates Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey by more than fifteen hundred years. The epic poem follows the adventures of the legendary king of Uruk through fierce battles and tender moments of friendship and grief as he attempts to make sense of his life.

THE LIBRARY OF ALEXANDRIA’S GREAT CATALOG—THE PINAKES

From Pythagoras to Euclid, Homer to Sophocles, and Plato to Aristotle, the scholars, poets, playwrights, and philosophers of ancient Greece profoundly influenced Western civilization. Much of Western science, literature, and philosophy—and the methods used to organize them—can trace their roots to this period of antiquity.

Macedonian king Alexander the Great conquered Greece and much of the known world in the third century B.C. In the wake of his conquests, the most dynamic hubs of Greek culture could be found outside of Greece. On the Nile Delta he planned a monument to Greek cultural supremacy, the Library of Alexandria, the greatest library of antiquity. The library would attempt to encompass a universal scope never before seen, and was destined to become the intellectual center of the Mediterranean.

As no archaeological evidence remains, what this library looked like can only be gleaned from hints found in a few written accounts. The collection did not consist of books but rather scrolls. When Alexandria was founded in the fourth century B.C., the written word had moved on from the sturdy clay tablets to a fragile form of paper called papyrus. Papyrus was made from reeds found along the Nile and was fairly simple and cheap to produce but difficult to preserve over time. After the composition was complete, the papyrus was rolled over a peg and precariously stacked in piles.

It is in this library, dedicated to arts, intellectual exploration, and the advancement of science, that one finds the true precursor to the card catalog. As the scrolls began to pile up, the library staff faced a challenging job, for unlike modern books, the scrolls had no title page, table of contents, or index. In many cases the scrolls did not even list an author, and longer works, such as the plays of Sophocles or Euripides, would often take up many scrolls with no indication as to their proper order. Alexandria’s first librarian, Zenodotus, attempted to put this mass of scrolls in order. The scrolls were inventoried and then organized alphabetically, with a tag affixed to the end of each scroll indicating the author, title, and subject. These three categories came to define the traditional card catalog and are still the cornerstone of library cataloging.
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Hermann Göll, Die Weisen und Gelehrten des Alterthums, 2nd edition. Leipzig (Otto Spamer), 1876.

Artist rendering of the interior of the Library of Alexandria.

With some semblance of structure applied to the collection, the Greek poet and scholar Callimachus was chosen to devise a way to provide reliable access to the scrolls. His cataloging and classification of the papyrus scrolls made him one of the most important figures in library history. Around 250 B.C., he compiled his Pinakes, or Tables of Those Who Were Outstanding in Every Phase of Culture, and Their Writings—in 120 Books. The Pinakes functioned as both a bibliography and an aid to finding the most important Greek works held by the Library of Alexandria.

The Pinakes was arguably the first time anyone compiled a sophisticated list of authors and their works. From the surviving fragments, scholars have deduced that Callimachus divided the scrolls into separate classes, such as poetry, philosophy, and law, and then further subdivided them into a narrower range of subjects or genres. Within each class, the scrolls were arranged alphabetically by author. While this seems obvious to anyone who has ever browsed a bookstore or library, it was groundbreaking in its day. In the Pinakes, Callimachus also included data on the scroll itself, such as the total number of lines and, perhaps most important for scholars, the opening words of individual scrolls. This cataloging feature continued through to the catalog cards of the nineteenth century, where in many instances the opening lines of a book would fill the front and back of a card.

Callimachus created the Pinakes during a time when Greek scholarship focused on gathering and compiling the creative works of the past. Encyclopedias, anthologies, dictionaries, and other curatorial endeavors begin to surface in this period. With the Pinakes, Callimachus was attempting to both list the holdings of important Greek works and provide the bibliographic details that would help readers find a particular work. In doing so, he is regarded as having invented the tools used by modern catalogers.

The fate of this ambitious library is obscured by historical myths as Greek supremacy gave way to Roman dominance. Legend has it, however, that the library and its collection were burned when Alexandria was besieged by Julius Caesar in 48 B.C. Although the library suffered some damage during the battle, its demise was probably gradual and much less dramatic. As the Roman Empire expanded across the Mediterranean, the center of culture and intellectual life shifted to Rome, and the rise of Christianity brought with it a suspicion of secular knowledge and the “pagan” scrolls held in the library. Most historians agree that the decline of the Great Library of Alexandria was due to what endangers libraries of the present day—general indifference and bureaucratic neglect.
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Alexander the Great has Homer’s books buried under Darius’s tomb. Engraving by Marcantonio Raimondi, circa 1480–1534; after a fresco in grisaille in the Stanza della Segnatura, the Vatican, by Raphael.

Alexander the Great treasured Homer’s works, and legend has it that he slept with a dagger and Aristotle’s personal copy of the Iliad.



CATALOGS OF THE FAR AND MIDDLE EAST

As ancient libraries were destroyed and abandoned over the centuries, the catalogs that survived came to be studied by new generations of librarians. In 213 B.C., during the Qin dynasty, the first emperor of a unified China reportedly ordered the burning of ancient texts, including the Confucian classics along with other philosophical and historical works, in an attempt to suppress nonconforming ideas. A few select copies, however, were gathered and preserved in the imperial library.

After the collapse of the Qin dynasty, Emperor Ch’eng Ti of the succeeding Han dynasty directed a historian and government official, Liu Xiang, to assemble a catalog of what remained. Scholars have noted that because this was a government-sponsored project with an agenda of its own, the resulting interpretive catalog enshrined certain philosophical and literary works, creating an official canon. The likely motivation behind this effort was to reconstitute a particular cultural heritage by creating an ideologically driven catalog, thereby compelling the reader to view the library’s collection in a particular social and political context.

Although some governments sought to establish intellectual authority by injecting an ideological slant to library catalogs, other catalogs were created on a more personal level that freely and creatively organized books in an attempt to provide insight into the wider world. In A.D. 987, a Muslim bookseller, Ibn al-Nadim, created a somewhat chaotic but exhaustive bibliographic record of Arabic literature and translated works from other cultures. He collected thousands of slips of paper concerning authors, their biographical data, and the titles of their works, eventually compiling them into a book that came to be called Fihrist, or “Catalog.”
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Thirteenth-century manuscript of Sharh fusul Abiqrat (The aphorisms of Hippocrates).
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Manuscript copied on March 24, 1497, al-Adwiyah al-marufah al-mustamalah (Known and used medications).

Although both of these examples were created after al-Nadim’s catalog was compiled, they are representative of the secular works found in the Fihrist.

An incredibly original and unique catalog, the Fihrist lists authors and details of their lives and works while offering candid assessments of their literary value. Along with religion, customs, and science as subjects, al-Nadim dealt with obscure facets of medieval Islamic history, including works on superstition, magic, entertainment, and other, often vulgar, topics. In the pages of the Fihrist, great poems and historical works from Persia, Babylonia, and Byzantium sit side by side with mundane titles and the bizarre, obscene prose of “jesters and clowns.” Because the Fihrist was not tied to a single collection or library, al-Nadim had the freedom to be as selective as he wished, creating an inclusive cultural catalog of his time.

MEDIEVAL LIBRARIES, MOVABLE TYPE, AND GESSNER’S SCHEME

Throughout the Middle Ages, many European libraries were cloistered places that reflected the austerity of the Roman Catholic Church. The monastic libraries were shuttered to the general public, and books were literally chained to desks or shelves. The catalogs, in turn, were idiosyncratically devised by the person responsible for keeping track of a particular library’s holdings. There was little reason for a custodian to be concerned about arranging his library in accordance with another’s. Although monastic libraries were not particularly inviting, they served as a refuge for Western cultural heritage as the calamity of the plague ravaged outside.

As Europe plodded through the Dark Ages, the first of two major developments profoundly affected the book, the library, and, eventually, the card catalog. In the fourth to sixth centuries, the book transitioned from scroll to codex. Compared to the awkward and impractical scroll, the codex, which held smaller sheets of paper bound together on one side, had several advantages. It was compact and its pages could be inscribed on both sides, allowing it to hold twice as much text as a scroll. Along with its ease of handling and storage, the codex made cross-referencing possible. The ability to locate specific passages quickly by page number or to bookmark them for later reference changed the nature of scholarship forever.

The second radical innovation occurred during the Renaissance, when Johannes Gutenberg figured out how to cast individual letters from metal in the mid-fifteenth century. This “movable type” could then be assembled into words, covered in an oil-based ink, and affixed to a printing press in order to turn out identical pages. What would have taken scribes years to produce by hand could now be completed in a fraction of the time. The printing press took hold quickly and books proliferated across Europe, feeding an increasingly literate population.
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J. W. Alexander, Evolution of the Book. “The Printing Press,” 1897.

A mural in the Library of Congress, Jefferson Building, depicts a man working the press as Johannes Gutenberg and another man examine a proof sheet.

The advent of the printing press caused an explosion in secular publishing that libraries could no longer ignore, and with it came uniformity in the layout and design of books. Title pages, tables of contents, and other conventional elements started to appear in the front pages of books. It now was possible to pick up a book and very quickly identify the title, author, publisher, place of publication, and in some cases even subject matter.

As it applied to cataloging, this standardization of information was a game changer. The capricious arrangements of medieval libraries no longer made sense. As the culture of the Renaissance suffused Europe, the rise in literacy brought about an increasing demand for books. A few libraries responded by opening their doors to the public, but for the average citizen these massive collections of books remained inaccessible. As creativity and scholarship reached new heights, libraries struggled to keep up. The staggering number of books that were printed in the first century of Gutenberg’s press was unexpected, and a new vision for libraries was desperately needed if any order was to be brought to them.

Swiss naturalist and bibliographer Conrad Gessner brought cataloging into the modern era with his ambitious attempt at compiling a list of all Latin, Greek, and Hebrew books in print. Gessner spent years traveling around Europe, visiting libraries and collecting booksellers’ and publishers’ lists. Rather than copying the important information from these lists, he cut out what he wanted with scissors and arranged the slips of paper however he liked. He even thought to store these slips of bibliographic information in boxes for later use, a precursor to the modern catalog cabinets that would not become the standard for another three hundred years. In 1545, the first volume of his Bibliotheca Universalis, “The Universal Library,” was published and comprised an alphabetical listing of writers and their works, with the authors’ surnames inverted, something unheard of in its day. Three years later he produced the innovative Pandectae, probably the first classified subject catalog that complements an author catalog, making cross-referencing possible. He also created a system of numbers that corresponded to his bibliography, thus creating the first author/subject catalog, a system that was not implemented by the professional library community until the late nineteenth century.

Critical reaction to the power of the printing press was not unlike some responses to the Internet some 550 years later. Each caused a segment of society to panic as a new phenomenon became ubiquitous seemingly overnight. Prominent Renaissance-era intellectuals worried that newly printed books threatened the authority of the classics and would hinder serious scholarship. Dutch social critic Desiderius Erasmus complained, “Is there anywhere exempt from these swarms of new books? Even if taken out, one at a time, they offered something worth knowing, the very mass of them would be a serious impediment to learning.” René Descartes quipped that there were “so many useless things and confusion heaped in such large volumes that it would take longer to read those books than we have to live in this life.” (Substitute the word “websites” for “books” and those sentiments could be repurposed by critics of the Internet. Gessner’s Bibliotheca Universalis is also reminiscent of the quixotic attempts a few libraries made to catalog the Internet in the 1990s. Most notably, the search engine Yahoo! aspired to create a hierarchical index of websites. The user-driven search engine, pioneered by Google, quickly rendered obsolete the jumbled Internet directories.)
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Biblia latina (Latin Bible), Library of Congress. Printed in Mainz. Johannes Gutenberg, 1455.

This Bible, with its noble Gothic type richly impressed on the page, is recognized as a masterpiece of fine printing and craftsmanship. It is all the more remarkable because it was undoubtedly one of the first books to emerge from Gutenberg’s new press. This copy is printed entirely on vellum, a fine parchment made from animal skin, and is one of only three perfect vellum copies known to exist.
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Index Librorvm Prohibitorvm. Catholic Church, 1558.

The rediscovery of ancient Greek literature and history was the driving force in the early Renaissance, and the resulting abundance of new humanistic works unnerved the Catholic Church. The church moved quickly to blacklist certain titles and created an Index of Prohibited Books it found heretical, seditious, or scandalous. Subsequent editions included major works by Machiavelli, John Calvin, Voltaire, and Johannes Kepler. The indexes were not officially abolished until 1966.

VIVE LA REVOLUTION . . . AND CARD CATALOGS

Throughout most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, national and university libraries continued experimenting with the feasibility of different cataloging techniques, with relatively few innovations. Ironically, it wasn’t until France descended headlong into the chaos of the French Revolution in 1789 that there was a concerted effort to codify cataloging rules and settle on a uniform format that would eventually lead to the standard index card.

At the time, France was on the verge of bankruptcy, and in an effort to relieve the financial crisis, the National Constituent Assembly—the ever-changing government then in power—issued a series of decrees that placed all church assets at the disposal of the nation. The intention was to seize the libraries and sell off the books. However, once it was pointed out that book sales would hardly offset the national deficit, it was decided that the confiscated collections would instead be the foundation for a new system of public libraries.

In May 1791, a handful of men with bibliographic experience, led by librarian Barthélemy Mercier, prepared basic instructions for local officials all over the country to assist others in cataloging their libraries. The genius of the French Cataloging Code of 1791 was in its brevity, its simplicity, and, most importantly, its medium. The method relied on playing cards, which then were blank on one side. The cataloging novice roped into service would write down the book’s title, author, and date, underlining pertinent information. The use of playing cards was an especially astute choice: they could be purchased throughout France, were sturdy and roughly the same size no matter what brand, and could easily be interfiled. Within three years, some 1.2 million cards, representing more than 3 million volumes, were sent to overwhelmed offices in Paris. Once the cards were sorted, the results were mixed, as cataloging participants still all too often managed to botch their assignment. This should not be surprising considering that the project involved requiring inept local governments, already embroiled in a violent revolution, to catalog vast ecclesiastic libraries. Although the ambitious cataloging project did not result in the formation of a national catalog, it did demonstrate the potential of utilizing a uniform format.
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Dix Aoút 1792. Siege et prise du Chateau des Tuileries Paris. Chez Aubert, 1804.

France’s revolutionary government seized all property, including library holdings.

In the end, it was the leader of another revolution across the Atlantic Ocean who would slowly build a library that would ultimately establish the archetype of all card catalogs.
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French playing cards used to catalog books, eighteenth century. Courtesy of Larry T. Nix.

Deuces and aces were reserved for the longest titles, as those cards had the most space on which to write.
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Aristotle, Aristotelous Ethikōn Nikomacheiōn Biblia deka, 1547.
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Homer, Iliad. Baudry’s European Library, Paris, 1872. Alexander Pope translation.

The card featured here is for the 1852 edition of Alexander Pope’s famous translation of the Iliad, a translation that was praised by Samuel Johnson as “a performance which no age or nation could hope to equal.”
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Hōmyō Dōji. Japan, circa eighteenth century. [Author/creator unknown]
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Conrad Gessner, Bibliotheca Universalis . . . Tigvri, 1545–1555.

Some books required multiple catalog cards to completely describe the contents of the work. There are eight cards for this edition of Gessner’s Bibliotheca.
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Denis Diderot, Encyclopédie, ou, Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des artes et des métiers, par unesociété de gens de lettres. Printed in Paris, Antoine-Claude Briasson, 1751–1765.

This illustration from the large folio volumes of Diderot’s impressive Encyclopédie, an exemplary work of the Enlightenment, demonstrates what a labor-intensive process printing was. Each letter was set by hand and paper was put under the press one sheet at a time.
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Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories & Tragedies: Published according to the True Originall Copies. Printed by Isaac Jaggard and Ed. Blount, London, 1623.

The First Folio, as this edition is referred to, has been called “the most intrinsically valuable book in English.”
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William Blake, “The Ancient of Days,” frontispiece to Europe a Prophecy, 1794.
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Oliver Byrne, The First Six Books of the Elements of Euclid. London, William Pickering, 1847.
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Aesop, Vita et Fabulae (Aesop’s Fables). Augsburg, Germany, Anton Sorg, circa 1480.
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Pierre-Joseph Redouté, Les Liliacées. Paris, Didot Jeune, 1802–1816.
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Record of Books Drawn by Members of Congress for 1815.


Chapter 2

The Enlightened Catalog

Revolution, Ruins, and Rebirth



ELEVEN HAIR TRUNKS AND A CASE FOR THE MAPS

In the fall of 1774, as a crisis that would ultimately explode into the Revolutionary War was escalating between Great Britain and its thirteen American colonies, delegates from each colony met in Philadelphia for the First Continental Congress. Shared outrage at the harassing laws and regulations the British imposed in response to the Boston Tea Party brought the delegates together on the first floor of the newly built Carpenters’ Hall. On the second floor, just above the delegates, resided Benjamin Franklin’s Library Company of Philadelphia, America’s first successful lending library and one of its oldest cultural institutions.

As they delineated their positions and drafted a response to King George III, the delegates had access to the library, often consulting its collection of works on political theory, history, law, and philosophy. After the war, John Adams suggested in a letter to Thomas Jefferson that the real revolution was in the arguments and exchange of ideas presented in newspaper editorials and pamphlets that so effectively swayed public opinion even before the first shots were fired at Lexington and Concord.

The Revolutionary War was in its final stages in 1782 when a young delegate from Virginia, James Madison, grasping the importance of books in the fledgling republic, drafted an impressive list of titles he felt Congress should procure. Madison’s list, though not acted upon, contained renowned political treatises and classics of Greek philosophy—works reflecting the ideas and convictions that would soon be embodied in the new nation’s Constitution. Private libraries, along with the Library Company of Philadelphia, served as the de facto Library of Congress until the seat of the United States government finally moved to a new federal city. It was this move to the marshes of the Potomac River between Maryland and Virginia that necessitated the creation of a new library.

When Congress was preparing to move in the spring of 1800, Washington, D.C., was hardly a bustling metropolis. French immigrant Pierre Charles L’Enfant’s plan for the capital envisioned transforming low-lying farms, forests, and tidal flats into a grand city filled with imposing neoclassical architecture. But after receiving reports of blighted, unfinished buildings along muddy, rutted streets, Congress took action. On April 24, 1800, President John Adams signed an appropriations bill that provided funding for “footways,” or sidewalks, throughout the city as well as for the purchase of furniture for the empty Capitol building. Five thousand dollars was tacked on to the bill “for the purchase of such books as may be necessary for the use of Congress and such a catalogue as shall be furnished by a joint committee of both houses of Congress to be appointed for that purpose.” With that, the Library of Congress was established.
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William Russell Birch, A view of the Capitol of Washington before It Was Burnt Down by the British. Watercolor, circa 1800.

This view shows the only section of the U.S. Capitol that had been completed when the federal government moved to Washington in 1800. Workmen are still cutting stones in the left foreground, and the city can be seen in the distance on the right.

The committee appointed to oversee the creation of the new Library moved swiftly to compile a “want list” of books and maps they felt Congress must have. The details of how this original list was compiled are murky, but it is likely that the chairmen of the committee, William Bingham and Robert Waln, both Philadelphians, consulted the Library Company and referred to its catalog. It is also reasonable to assume that the well-known book collector and future president from Virginia, Thomas Jefferson, had some input in selecting appropriate volumes. Selected titles included an impressive assortment of classic works on history, law, economics, geography, and politics.

Books in early nineteenth-century America were expensive and difficult to find, and most had to be imported from Europe. In June 1800, Congress placed its hefty order with the prestigious London book dealers Cadell and Davies, one of the few firms that could handle such a large transaction.

Cadell and Davies “instantly set about executing the order in the best manner” and within five months obtained and packed 728 volumes and three maps into eleven hair trunks and arranged for their shipment on the American, which departed for Baltimore on December 11. Along with a bill of lading for £489 and an invoice, which offered Congress a discount for “prompt payment,” Cadell and Davies sent a short note explaining the “advanced prices” of some of the books due to their rarity.

As Congress settled into its new home in the Capitol building that winter, clerks unpacked the eleven trunks and set up the Library. The joint committee had the handwritten invoice and cover letter from Cadell and Davies printed into an eight-page pamphlet that included each book title along with the sale price. This booklist constitutes the first printed catalog of the Library of Congress. It may seem peculiar that book prices were listed, but because the Library represented such a significant investment for the newly established country, Congressmen could only check books out by signing a note promising to return them—or pay for them in full.
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Letter from Cadeil & Davies, London booksellers, addressed to W. Bingham, esq., and Robert Wain, esq., 1800.

An invoice for the first consignment of books that the Library of Congress purchased with its $5,000 appropriation, approved on April 24, 1800.

THE WAR OF 1812, A BOOK BURNING, AND A NEW LIBRARY

As the British fleet sailed up the Pawtuxet River on August 22, 1814, to attack a vulnerable Washington, D.C., an intrepid J. T. Frost frantically searched the deserted capital for a carriage he could use to secure the Library’s collection, which now numbered some 3,000 volumes. The newly appointed assistant Librarian of Congress was left in sole charge of the Library and was determined to try and save it. The rest of the congressional staff had either fled or been called into military service and nearly all of the carts and wagons had been seized by the army, and civilians were using the rest to escape.

Frost and another clerk, Samuel Burch, desperately tried to commandeer a carriage, but managed only to obtain a single cart. They hastily loaded up records, papers, and books and hid them out in the countryside. They courageously moved as many loads as possible, but on finding the British army amassed just outside the city, they abandoned any further efforts to save the Library.

Facing no resistance, the British marched into Washington on August 24 and, in an emphatic display (possibly in retaliation for the destruction American forces had brought on York, now Toronto, the previous spring), torched the White House, the Capitol, and most other government buildings. It was said that British soldiers used the books in the Library of Congress as kindling.
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U.S. Capitol after burning by the British, George Munger, artist, 1814.

The remains of the U.S. Capitol after the British burned it on August 24, 1814.

When the dust settled over the Capitol ruins, an exasperated Congress found widespread support for restoring their demolished Library. Sympathetic British newspapers declared its destruction egregious and comparisons were made to the burning of the Great Library of Alexandria. The act of vandalism even led the commander of British forces, General Ross, to remark, “Had I known it in time the books most certainly should have been saved.”

When news of the fire reached former U.S. president Thomas Jefferson, he wrote to a friend in Washington offering to sell his personal library to Congress. At the time, Jefferson’s book collection was the country’s largest library in private hands. Jefferson’s penchant for good wine and the continual construction and remodeling of his Monticello estate, among other things, had left him deeply in debt. The proposed sale would alleviate his financial difficulties and more than double the number of titles that had been in the Library of Congress. While both President James Madison and Secretary of State James Monroe regarded Jefferson’s offer favorably, partisan politics led many Congressmen to oppose the deal. For others it was a matter of cost or an objection to the collection’s subject matter, as some of Jefferson’s books were said to have an “atheistically, irreligious, and immoral tendency.” And some thought his collection was too arcane, literary, and philosophical. Jefferson, however, knew that his comprehensive library would prove especially helpful to legislators, noting that “there is, in fact, no subject to which a Member of Congress may not have occasion to refer.”
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Thomas Jefferson’s Library- Exhibit, courtesy of David Sharpe Studio.

The Library has reassembled all but about 300 titles that were in Jefferson’s original library in an exhibition titled “Thomas Jefferson’s Library.” The display preserved Jefferson ’s original organizational scheme, which Jefferson described as “sometimes analytical, sometimes chronological, and sometimes a combination of both.”

After a lively debate on January 30, 1815, Congress passed a bill—by a margin of just ten votes—to purchase 6,487 volumes from Thomas Jefferson for $23,950. That spring the new Librarian, George Watterston, wrote Jefferson asking him to pack the books exactly as they had been displayed on his shelves. Jefferson replied, “You will receive my library arranged very perfectly in the order observed in the catalogue, which I have sent with it.” Unlike the original Library’s booklist of 1802, Jefferson’s catalog endeavored to categorize all knowledge, and it stands as a unique, intimate document that reveals the breadth of his interests.

Jefferson adapted his cataloging scheme from Sir Francis Bacon’s classification system that started with three main categories: Memory, Reason, and Imagination, later modified by Jefferson to History, Philosophy, and Fine Arts. These three categories are broken down further into forty-four distinct subject “chapters” that fully encompass the entire collection. Jefferson’s catalog can be viewed as part of a continuum traced back to Bacon and even further to Aristotle and the Pinakes, which sought to classify realms of knowledge rather than just books. The order was analytical and also playful at times, reflecting the relationships that emerged between titles. For example, Jefferson’s section on Geography is arranged chronologically and at times directionally. In the first instance, books on Lewis and Clark (new at the time) would begin a section and books on Spanish exploration of the New World would end it. In the latter instance, sections listed titles moving from north to south. After reviewing it, Watterston felt the catalog was too esoteric, so he simplified it by listing titles alphabetically within each chapter.

The Jefferson purchase instantly broadened the scope of the collection and introduced literature and poetry, previously excluded from the Library of Congress. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the Library continued to grow in both stature and reputation. However, the catalog woefully failed to keep up. The Library produced a new bound catalog every ten years, which was doomed to obsolescence as soon as it was printed. Criticism of the catalog and the cumbersome supplemental indexes, which continued to use Jefferson’s system, began to mount from outside the Library—where key innovations in cataloging were beginning to take shape.
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Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Samuel Harrison Smith, May 8, 1815.

After shipping his library to Washington, D.C., Jefferson reported to Smith, founder of the National Intelligencer, “Our tenth and last wagon load of books goes off today . . . and an interesting treasure is added to your city . . . unquestionably the choicest collection of books in the U.S. and I hope it will not be without some general effect on the literature of the country.”
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Record of Books Drawn by Members of Congress for 1815.

This record documents the titles members of Congress requested, when the books were checked out, and when they were returned. Members were charged a late fee of a dollar a day if the book was late.

Ledgers offer a fascinating look at the erudite reading habits of Congress and some U.S. presidents. The range in subject matter was eclectic—from politics, philosophy, and science to poetry and literature.
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Catalogue of Books, Maps, and Charts, Belonging to the Library of the Two Houses of Congress. Washington City. Printed by William Duane, April 1802.

This core foundation of Library of Congress books did not survive for long; the entire collection of 728 volumes from London went up in flames just twelve years later.
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Trist Catalogue of the Library of Thomas Jefferson, 1823.

When Librarian of Congress George Watterston issued a printed catalog of Jefferson’s collection in 1815, Jefferson was not happy with how Watterston had rearranged his books. Eight years later, Jefferson edited a copy of the 1815 catalog to indicate his original arrangement. He then asked Nicholas Trist, his future grandson-in-law, to copy out a clean new manuscript version of the catalog. This catalog was eventually donated to the Library of Congress in 1917. Its true purpose and value, however, remained unknown for decades because the label on its cover erroneously identified it as a University of Virginia library catalog.
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Catalogue of the Library of the United States: to Which is Annexed, a Copious Index, Alphabetically Arranged. Washington, U.S. Congress, 1815.

Jefferson preferred to arrange his books by subject. He chose Science, Memory (History), Reason (Philosophy), and Imagination (Fine Arts) as the main categories.


[image: image]




[image: image]



Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard Improved: Being an Almanack . . . For the Year of Our Lord 1758. Philadelphia, Franklin and Hall, 1757.

“In 1732 I first published my Almanack, under the name of Richard Saunders; it was continu’d by me about 25 Years, commonly call’d Poor Richard’s Almanack. I endeavor’d to make it both entertaining and useful, and it accordingly came to be in such Demand that I reap’d considerable Profit from it, vending annually near ten Thousand. . . . I consider’d it as a proper Vehicle for conveying Instruction among the common People, who bought scarcely any other Books. I therefore filled all the little Spaces that occur’d between the Remarkable Days in the Calendar with Proverbial Sentences, chiefly such as inculcated Industry and Frugality, as the Means of procuring Wealth and thereby securing Virtue, it being more difficult for a Man in Want to act always honestly, as (to use here one of those Proverbs) it is hard for an empty Sack to stand upright.” —Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin
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Francis Bacon, De dignitate et augmentis scientiarum libri IX. Londini, In officina loannis Haviland, 1623.

Bacon, a scientist, philosopher, and overall brilliant Renaissance man, greatly influenced Thomas Jefferson and inspired the organizational scheme he devised for his library.
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John Locke, Two Treatises of Government. London, A. Churchill, 1690.

The Founding Fathers never claimed their political theories of a liberal democracy were original. They readily acknowledged a debt to European Enlightenment writers such as Locke.
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Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects. Boston, P. Edes, 1792.

Wollstonecraft’s book is considered a literary cornerstone in the struggle for women’s rights. She clearly stated the need for raising the status of women and inspired women on both sides of the Atlantic to action.
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Noah Webster, A Grammatical Institute, of the English Language. Hartford, Hudson & Goodwin, 1784.
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Lithograph by Adolf Giltsch after a sketch by Ernst Haeckel. Dr. Ernst Haeckel, Kunstformen der Natur. Leipzig und Wien, Verlag des Bibliographischen Instituts, 1904.


[image: image]




[image: image]



Isaiah Thomas, A Curious Hieroglyphick Bible. Worcester, Massachusetts, 1788.
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Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter, a Romance. Boston, Ticknor, Reed, and Fields, 1850.
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Washington Irving, The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. New York & London, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1899.
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Amelia Simmons, American Cookery. Hartford, Hudson & Goodwin, 1796.

The card is for a later facsimile of the first edition.
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Mark Catesby, Histoire Naturelle de la Caroline, la Floride et les isles Bahama. A Nuremberg, Chez les Héritiers de Seligmann, 1770.
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John James Audubon, The Birds of America; from Original Drawings. London, published by the author, 1827–1838.

John Silva Meehan was the Librarian during the fire of 1851; he noted the Library’s copy “was saved and uninjured” and pointed out it was “one of the best; it having been selected for us by Mr. Audubon and bound in the most substantial manner for us under his own care and supervision.”
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Supply catalog from the Library Bureau.


Chapter 3

Constructing a Catalog

The 3-by-5 Solution
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Charles Coffin Jewett, circa 1860.

As chief librarian at the Smithsonian Institution and the Boston Public Library, Jewett helped elevate librarianship to a respected profession. His influential support of both public and academic libraries paved the way for later leaders like Melvil Dewey and Herbert Putnam and set the stage for centralized cataloging and the establishment of a national library.

THE CARD CATALOG TAKES SHAPE

In a stuffy, austerely furnished room in New York City in September 1853, the librarian of the recently established Smithsonian Institution, Charles Coffin Jewett, took the podium to address representatives from forty-seven libraries in the United States. Arguably the most distinguished librarian in the country, Jewett was the obvious choice to lead this first convention of librarians. During the three-day meeting, he presented a plan outlining the future of the library catalog, the key feature of which was to “form a general catalogue of all the books in the country, with reference to the libraries where each might be found.”

Jewett’s ambitious cataloging ideas and his steadfast desire to transform the Smithsonian into a national library ruffled feathers and eventually led to his dismissal less than a year later, but his vision of a national library with a central catalog was prophetic. The shift from the bound, expensive, and quickly outdated library catalogs was inevitable, but early attempts to create standard and efficient systems were riddled with competing views and numerous false starts.

In the halls of two venerable institutions, Harvard and the Boston Athenaeum, cataloging efforts began to coalesce as the medium and method came together to provide a new, versatile gateway to a library’s collection. Harvard’s assistant librarian, Ezra Abbot, is credited with creating the first modern card catalog designed for readers. When Abbot introduced his catalog in the early 1860s, the “paper slip,” or card catalog, was being used in Europe and a few American libraries, but the bound catalog was still prevalent. What made Abbot’s card catalog special was that it was designed to be used by the patron—most other catalogs at the time were only handled by library staff. Anyone who has ever opened a drawer and fingered through the cards within to locate a book can appreciate this indelible aspect of the card catalog. The flexibility of adding or deleting cards to accurately and immediately reflect a library’s holdings was groundbreaking when compared to the intractable bound catalog the card catalog was destined to supplant.

Abbot’s associate in this project was Charles Ammi Cutter, who at age thirty-one became the librarian at the opulent Boston Athenaeum in 1868. Cutter immediately set about modernizing the Athenaeum’s catalog and created an expansive new scheme that would later help establish the basis for the Library of Congress Classification system. It was also Cutter who insisted catalogs must give information concerning the author, title, and subject of a work—an approach that continues to stand as the primary access point to any book, website, or other searchable resource. Although Cutter’s cataloging rules were adopted by many libraries, he is overshadowed by his occasional rival, a man whose name became synonymous with libraries and catalogs everywhere.
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Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

In addition to the card catalog, Charles Ammi Cutter introduced several long-lasting customs during his time at Harvard, including the glued pocket on the inside of a book’s rear cover where a card was inserted indicating loan status.

THE LIBRARY BUREAU

Melville Louis Kossuth Dewey was two years old when Charles Jewett chaired the 1853 conference that kicked off a movement culminating with the codification of a cataloging system at the end of the century. Keenly interested in organizing and simplifying things at a young age, he shortened his first name to Melvil, dropped his middle names altogether, and, briefly, even spelled his last name as “Dui.” While still an undergraduate at Amherst, Dewey was obsessed with bringing order to the school’s library, and he recounted that while daydreaming during a long lecture one day, “without hearing a word, my mind absorbed in the vital problem, the solution flasht over me so that I jumpt in my seat and came very near shouting ‘Eureka!’”

Dewey’s revolutionary approach to cataloging was a library classification system based on a controlled vocabulary of subject headings, represented by numerical values that could be subdivided further by decimals. Thus was born the Dewey Decimal Classification, a system that borrowed generously from Bacon, Jewett, and Cutter and attempted to encapsulate all knowledge in ten distinct classes. It immediately caught on and expanded Dewey’s influence within the library community. In hindsight there is no denying the impact his system had on libraries, but throughout his career Dewey remained a complicated figure, heralded as both a reformer and a genius in the library world, while at the same time being regarded as brash, stubborn, and difficult to work with.
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Wood engraving of Melvil Dewey, Harper’s Weekly, September 26, 1896.

The Centennial International Exhibition of 1876, the first major World’s Fair held in the United States, opened on May 10 in Philadelphia. The country hoped the fair would improve its image in the international community, as the years following the Civil War were marred by political scandal, racial turmoil, and ineffectual governance. The sprawling exhibition halls showcased rising American industrial power in more than 30,000 exhibits. Some one hundred librarians met there as well and, encouraged by Dewey and Cutter, among others, signed on as charter members of a new national organization, the American Library Association (ALA). The first issue of its official house publication, the Library Journal, made clear that the most pressing issues facing libraries were the lack of a standardized catalog and an agency to administer a centralized catalog.

Responding to the standardization matter, the ALA formed a committee that quickly recommended using the 2-by-5-in (5-by-12-cm) cards as at Harvard and the Boston Athenaeum. However, in the same report, the committee also suggested that a larger card, approximately 3 by 5 in (7.5 by 12 cm), would be preferable. By the end of the nineteenth century, the bigger card won out, due mainly to the fact that the 3-by-5-in (7.5-by-12-cm) card was already the “postal size” used for postcards.

Dewey saw well beyond the importance of standardized cards and sought to outfit virtually all facets of library operations. To this end he established a Supplies Department as part of the ALA, later to become a stand-alone company renamed the Library Bureau. In one of its early distribution catalogs, the bureau pointed out that “no other business had been organized with the definite purpose of supplying libraries.” With a focus on machine-cut index cards and the trays and cabinets to contain them, the Library Bureau became a veritable furniture store, selling tables, chairs, shelves, and display cases, as well as date stamps, newspaper holders, hole punchers, paperweights, and virtually anything else a library could possibly need. With this one-stop shopping service, Dewey left an enduring mark on libraries across the country. Uniformity spread from library to library, a hallmark of which became the classic sturdy oak furniture found in many public and university libraries.
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Supply catalog from the Library Bureau, 1897–1920.

With his success in supplying catalog cards and furniture to libraries, Dewey expanded his company’s client list to include banks, insurance companies, railroads, and other industries.

For Dewey, and the ALA, establishing standards for index cards was only half the battle. With the ever-growing number of public and university libraries across the United States, he fervently pursued the cherished dream of a cooperative cataloging agency that would issue cards from a centralized location. In the 1870s, there was already some discussion within the library community in favor of the Library of Congress taking on this leadership role. The notion was brought to the attention of the Librarian of Congress, Ainsworth Rand Spofford, a former Cincinnati bookseller and journalist. Spofford respectfully acknowledged Dewey’s appeals, but it is highly unlikely he ever seriously considered leading a national cataloging effort. His relationship with the ALA was polite yet restrained, and he was reluctant to participate in ALA functions and conferences because he did not envision a collaborative role for the institution.
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Supply catalogs from the Library Bureau, 1897–1920.

Spofford was busy shepherding an evolving institution through extensive changes while reshaping it into a great “national library.” Taking control of catalog cards would have to wait. As Library of Congress historian John Cole wrote, “For the most part, Spofford operated quite independently from the American library movement and the American Library Association itself. The primary reason was, quite simply, that he did not have the time to participate. . . . Spofford’s independence from other libraries and librarians was accentuated by his idea of a national library as well as by his personal temperament. He believed the Library should be, essentially, a comprehensive accumulation of the nation’s literature, the American equivalent of the British Museum and the other great national libraries of Europe. He did not view it as a focal point for cooperative library activities and was not inclined to leadership in that direction.”

A clearly frustrated Dewey, stymied by the Librarian’s reticence, turned to his friends in the publishing industry, namely Frederick Leypoldt and Richard Rogers Bowker of Publishers Weekly. The plan was to goad publishers into working with Charles Cutter on cataloging their own books through the insertion of a paper slip containing the bibliographic information that could be used by libraries. The response from libraries was tepid. They viewed the scheme with skepticism and doubted it would provide the final answer to their cataloging needs. And following a few more halting attempts at collaboration between the Library Bureau and the publishing industry, Dewey was still left searching for the answer to a question he posed in one of his early editorials in the Library Journal—“Is it practicable for the Library of Congress to catalogue for the whole country?” “Practicable” or not, the Librarian of Congress had other plans.
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Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. London, John Murray, 1859.
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Jas. M. Goodman, Base Ball Polka. Philadelphia, C. F. Escher, 1867.
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Louisa M. Alcott, Little Women or, Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy. Boston, Roberts Brothers, 1868.
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Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, the Whale. New York, Harper & Brothers; London, Richard Bentley, 1851.
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Emily Dickinson, Poems. Edited by Mabel Loomis Todd and T. W. Higginson. Boston, Roberts Brothers, 1890.
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Library of Congress Dime Novel Collection

The dime novel publishing phenomenon, which first appeared in 1860, provided Americans with a wealth of popular fiction in a regular series at a fixed, inexpensive price. Early dime novels, first printed in orange wrapper papers, were patriotic—and often nationalistic—tales of encounters between Native Americans and backwoods settlers. In the 1870s, detective adventures, society romances, and rags-to-riches stories were introduced, and by the mid-1890s, bold color covers depicting scenes of bloodshed and courageous feats appealed to a mostly adolescent audience. Through copyright deposit, the Library of Congress accumulated a dime novel collection of nearly 40,000 titles from 280 different series. The prolific publishing houses of Beadle & Adams, Frank Tousey, and Street & Smith are well represented.
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People working in the card distribution room of the Card Division, circa 1900-1920.


Chapter 4

The Nation’s Library and Catalog

A Marble House of Cards
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Librarian of Congress Ainsworth Rand Spofford, 1825–1908.

Spofford’s approach to cataloging and managing the Library’s collections was much more idiosyncratic than emerging trends in librarianship dictated. In his view, “The organization of the library is a subjective one, and not governed by any Procrustean system of classification. I think that the best system in classifying a library is that which produces a book in the shortest time to one who wants it. I would ride over all rules that interfere with that promptitude of service.”

CHAOS IN THE CAPITOL

Meanwhile, by the mid-nineteenth century, as Charles Jewett was promoting the Smithsonian Library as the national library, the Library of Congress was questioning its own identity. Senator James A. Pearce, the chairman of the joint congressional committee that oversaw the Library in the 1840s, viewed it primarily as a legislative resource for Congress. A plantation-owning aristocrat and Southern sympathizer from Maryland, Pearce was determined to keep the Library’s collections neutral by excluding controversial or partisan works. Purposefully omitting certain titles was becoming increasingly difficult and politically charged as the country began to awaken to the terrible truths of slavery as found in works by Frederick Douglass, Henry David Thoreau, and Harriet Beecher Stowe.

It was at this critical juncture that the Library met with even greater travails. On Christmas Eve in 1851, a faulty chimney flue ignited a fire that destroyed more than half of the Library’s 55,000 books and nearly two-thirds of Jefferson’s collection. As the Library once again picked up the smoldering pieces, it was an opportunity to think about its purpose and role in national life. What books should be acquired? How should they be cataloged? Who would be allowed access to the reading room?

Librarian and historian David Mearns (1899–1981) summed up the situation following the fire: “Nothing was right. Everything was at loose ends. The Library had reached a new and strange and unpleasant level of despair.” When the Southern states seceded in 1860 and the country descended into civil war, the future of the troubled congressional library was as uncertain as the fate of the nation.

On New Year’s Eve in 1864, as the Confederacy was on the brink of defeat, President Lincoln appointed assistant Librarian Ainsworth Rand Spofford as the sixth Librarian of Congress. With a staff of just seven and a collection of 82,000 books, Spofford already envisioned the congressional library as the nation’s library. The timing was fortuitous, as the immediate legacy of the Civil War was a dramatic expansion of the federal government. Spofford took full advantage of the situation, petitioning Congress early in his tenure for more funds to increase the Library’s holdings and presidential approval to transfer the Smithsonian Institution Library (some 40,000 volumes) to the Library of Congress.

The massive Smithsonian acquisition, however, wasn’t the most notable collection-building feat of Spofford’s tenure. He recognized the value that copyright deposits could have in expanding the collection and argued for the centralization of all U.S. copyright registrations at the Library of Congress. It was a boon for the Library when Congress passed the Copyright Act of 1870 requiring two copies of every book, map, print, photograph, sheet music, periodical, and other material submitted for copyright be sent to the Library of Congress.

With the parallel expansion of federal agencies across Washington and a favorable political climate, Spofford established a cordial relationship with Congress, allowing him to further his vision of a national library. His dedication and photographic memory became legendary in the halls of the Capitol as congressmen routinely asked for his help writing their speeches and checking their facts. Although a printed catalog existed, the true gateway to the books of the Library of Congress was Spofford himself. His knowledge of the collection was both astonishing and essential, as the catalog could not keep up with the massive influx of books resulting from the new copyright deposits.

At the end of Spofford’s first decade as Librarian in 1876, the same year the ALA was founded, the Library in the Capitol building was inundated with books and the collection tripled in size to more than 300,000 volumes. Visitors described seeing Spofford weaving in and out among the labyrinths of books piled up to the ceiling. Anticipating that the Library would quickly outgrow its modest confines in the Capitol, Spofford advised Congress that without more space he would soon “be presiding over the greatest chaos in America.”


[image: image]



Reproduction of watercolor by W. Bengough, 1897.

This scene of cluttered chaos shows the Library of Congress when it was located in the fireproof “iron room” at the U.S. Capitol. The Librarian, Ainsworth Rand Spofford, is standing at the right and the man on the left holding a lamp is David Hutcheson, assistant Librarian.
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Interior of the old Congressional Library, U.S. Capitol building. Circa nineteenth century.

From the 1897 Annual Report: “The Library was so congested, books were heaped up in so many crevices and out-of-the-way corners, down in the crypt, hidden in darkness from access of observation, that obtaining a volume, and especially, one out of the range of general reading, was a question of time and patience. Frequently, it depended upon the phenomenal memory of the distinguished Librarian.”

TEN FIRST STREET

A move was already long overdue when Spofford began urging Congress to fund a new building. In an impassioned speech supporting Spofford, Senator Justin Morrill of Vermont argued, “We must either reduce the Library to the stinted and specific wants of Congress alone, or permit it to advance to national importance, and give it room equal to the culture, wants, and resources of a great people. The higher education of our common country demands that this institution shall not be crippled for lack of room.”

Congress was persuaded. In 1887, fourteen years after a design competition for a new Library was announced, the pale gray granite edifice began to rise across the street from the Capitol, at Ten First Street. John L. Smithmeyer and Paul J. Pelz’s Italian Renaissance design was originally “void of lavish ornamentation” and followed Spofford’s request for a circular reading room at the center. Once the architects realized they were going to be well under budget, they added flourishes and elaborate detailing to the building that was destined to parallel the great museums and libraries of Europe.

Hundreds of artists, craftsmen, sculptors, masons, steamfitters, plumbers, and carpenters collaborated on the construction. Marble from Tennessee, Italy, France, and North Africa covered some of the twenty-four million red bricks that formed the interior. The walls were adorned with frescoes and mosaics steeped in allegorical meaning and symbolic of the branches of knowledge. The grand new Library, ornate and lavishly decorated, was nevertheless intended as a working library whose primary purpose was to safely guard the collections within. The cast-iron and steel book stacks were divided into nine tiers meant to support and organize the growing collection. The intricately designed maze of shelves, alcoves, and corridors that radiate from the rotunda of the octagonal main reading room were known to confuse tourists and staff alike. During construction, a reporter who had been granted access to the site became lost in the labyrinth of book stacks, and after wandering aimlessly for hours, finally stumbled across a worker who guided him out.
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Blueprints and plans for the stacks and shelving in the Library of Congress (1895–1908).

As building superintendent and engineer, Bernard R. Green oversaw all phases of construction. He also prepared the drawings for the book stacks and shelves of the new Library, and his designs garnered much praise throughout the library community.
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View of Library construction with the U.S. Capitol in the background, October 18, 1890.

This picture was taken a few months after the cornerstone was laid. In describing the new Library’s exterior, Spofford reported that “the solid massiveness of the granite walls is relieved not only by the numerous windows, with their casings treated in high relief, but by foliated carvings beneath the cornices and pediments.”
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View from the Capitol of the Library of Congress, early 1900s.

When President McKinley addressed Congress in 1897, he remarked, “The Library building provided for by the act of Congress approved April 15, 1886, has been completed and opened to the public. It should be a matter of congratulation that through the foresight and munificence of Congress the nation possesses this noble treasure-house of knowledge. It is earnestly to be hoped that, having done so much toward the cause of education, Congress will continue to develop the Library in every phase of research, to the end that it may be not only one of the most magnificent, but among the richest, and most useful libraries in the world.”

On a rainy November morning in 1897 the new Library of Congress opened its doors to the public, ahead of schedule and under budget. Readers entering the Main Reading Room approached the glossy wooden reference desk and gazed up in awe 175 ft (53 m) to the dome replete with murals, stained glass, imposing statuary, and ornamental arches. While the beauty and grandeur of the new Library was widely recognized by the public, the transition from congressional library to national library was hardly complete. As noted in the 1897 Report of the Librarian, “A library without a catalog is as a ship without a rudder.” The Library had its new building, but with inadequate cataloging and more material pouring in daily, the newly christened ship required a much stronger rudder.

FACING CONGRESS

With the resplendent and nearly completed Library sitting squarely across the street from the Capitol (and connected by tunnel under First Street), Congress paid closer attention to its organization and inner workings. A year before the Library officially opened, Congress held hearings to discuss what exactly they had spent $6.2 million on. Spofford, along with Dewey and other prominent library figures, was called on to testify. It was not lost on Dewey, president of the ALA, that this would be an opportune time to argue directly before Congress in favor of centralized cataloging. Historically, the independent-minded Spofford was not inclined to collaborate with the ALA on standards.
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Photograph shows interior view of hall with piles of copyright deposit materials on the floor, 1898.

Spofford’s approach to librarianship, however, was exactly what Dewey and ALA leaders had grumbled about during the new building’s construction. This younger generation of librarians was horrified at the lack of uniformity and cataloging at the Library during Spofford’s tenure, and they were not impressed with his claim that the Library’s organization was “a subjective one.” They strongly believed that Spofford was out of touch with the “modern developments of library organization and practice.”

During the hearings on Capitol Hill, Spofford’s testimony revealed a more complicated picture. When pressed by Congress, he admitted that the author card catalog was the only access point to the collection, and that it was perhaps faster to browse the shelves to find a particular book than consult the antiquated catalog. But Spofford, aware of the system’s shortcomings as far back as 1866, had been up front about his concerns. He knew that the catalog, including a subject catalog, had “advanced less rapidly than was intended” due in part to a small staff of only forty-two people that was preoccupied with the incessant flow of new material.

When it was Dewey’s turn to testify, he declared that “the first great requisite of the new Library will be a well-made catalog.” Dewey’s dream of a national institution managing the distribution of standardized catalog cards was imminent. While he was cautious not to disparage Spofford directly, as Cole notes, he seized the opportunity to “exert [his] influence in the reorganization that obviously would take place once that spacious, modern structure was occupied.” Pointing out that Harvard and the Boston Athenaeum catalogs were now “universally kept on cards,” Dewey’s strident testimony clearly presented the case for a standard author, title, and subject card catalog that could be distributed to libraries across the country.

The next witness called to testify, Herbert Putnam, was the head of the Boston Public Library, the country’s largest public library at that time. With his compact frame and push-broom mustache, Putnam had a polite and reserved manner that stood in contrast to Dewey’s more pugnacious style, but he endorsed the need for change at the new Library, including a standardized card catalog. Putnam, an experienced administrator, acknowledged that Spofford was hampered by his small staff and testified that the Library should have a significantly larger cataloging division.


[image: image]



Herbert Putnam, 1900.

During his testimony to Congress, Herbert Putnam described his conception of what the new Library ought to be: “This should be a library, the foremost library in the United States—a national library—that is to say, the largest library in the United States and a library which stands foremost as a model and example of assisting forward the work of scholarship in the United States.”

President William McKinley relieved Spofford of his duties less than a year after the hearings and only a few months before the new Library opened. As a replacement, he tapped his old friend, John Russell Young, a former diplomat and journalist, who had extensively covered the Civil War. Young’s tenure, however, was brief. He died in office after serving less than two years, yet will always be associated with the Library’s inaugural year and the cumbersome task of moving the entire collection across First Street. Young also appointed J. C. M. Hanson and Charles Martel, two men familiar with modern library practices, to lead the newly expanded cataloging division.

In two official annual reports to Congress, Young prudently referred to the catalog as “in arrears” and “somewhat in abeyance.” The indefatigable duo of Hanson and Martel confronted a collection of more than 800,000 books, hardly any of which had been cataloged by subject. Hanson later wrote that, when faced with this incredible undertaking, “there were no printed or written rules, no definitive verbal instructions . . . apparently, it would be the part of wisdom to cut loose from the old catalogue altogether, and the sooner the better. It was, therefore, decided to begin an entirely new catalogue, on standard-size cards, 7 x 12 cm.”

STARTING FROM SCRATCH

The main catalogue of the Library is to be on cards.—LC Annual Report 1901

The stage was set for standardized catalog cards when Herbert Putnam succeeded Young as Librarian in April of 1899. Hanson and Martel had fastidiously laid the groundwork and created a new classification system inspired by Cutter and Dewey’s schemes, and they integrated a new system of subject headings that would eventually become known as Library of Congress Subject Headings, or LCSH.

Putnam quickly understood the challenges Hanson and Martel had been struggling with. The old system, inherited from Thomas Jefferson and based on Bacon’s sixteenth-century conception of the forty classes of knowledge, was not expansive enough to handle the variety of books that were brought over from the Capitol, let alone what was to arrive in the coming years. Consider the number of inventions and new branches of scholarship that had emerged since Jefferson sold his collection to Congress in 1815. There had been no electric light, photography, or basketball, among hundreds of other subjects, when Jefferson prepared his 1815 catalog. Putnam was direct in his assessment of the existing Library catalog: “It is meager, rigid, inelastic, and unsuited to a library of a million volumes. The entire library must be reclassified.”

In his first year as Librarian, Putnam worked not only to get his own house in order by re-cataloging every book to make the Library’s collection more accessible to the public, but he also responded to calls for help from outside the Library. University and public libraries strongly urged the Library of Congress to make copies of their catalog cards available nationwide. Balancing the need for a new card catalog for the Main Reading Room and the sale and distribution of those same cards was a vast and complex undertaking. Fortunately, the newly expanded cataloging division was already one step ahead of Putnam, working with the Government Printing Office (GPO) to have new catalog cards printed based on the latest classification scheme.

The following winter, with its own dedicated branch of GPO nestled in the basement of the Library and equipped with new linotype machines, the Library began to crank out new cards at a rate of 225 titles a day and nearly 70,000 a year. The titles were printed on sheets of the best linen ledger stock, forty cards to a sheet. They were then cut in the bindery to the 3-by-5-in (7.5-by-12-cm) index size and hole-punched at the bottom for the guard rods. Upstairs, the cataloging division was increased to more than seventy employees who worked long, hard hours doing the tedious work of classifying, proofing, revising, sorting, and filing the cards.
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The Government Printing Office facility in the Library of Congress basement where catalog cards were printed, 1901.
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Advertisement for the Remington Standard Typewriter from the April 1901 issue of Library Journal.
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Men working at linotype machines in the Card Division Printing Office, between 1900 and 1920.

As catalogers moved away from preparing handwritten cards, clerks and their typewriters entered information on the cards. But once the Library began using linotype machines, the speed and efficiency in producing cards greatly increased. Linotype was widely used in printing newspapers, magazines, and broadsides.

UNIVERSAL IN SCOPE, NATIONAL IN SERVICE

By the turn of the twentieth century, the boom in American publishing paralleled the growth and expansion of both public and university libraries. Staff at these institutions were becoming increasingly frustrated by the duplication of work occurring every day in their field: a book was published, libraries bought it, and then thousands of librarians nationwide each examined and cataloged the same book. Putnam spent the summer of 1901 crisscrossing the country getting a handle on the mood and needs of librarians. After conferring with the ALA and other library associations, he returned to Washington and informed President Theodore Roosevelt that the library community was looking to the Library of Congress for leadership in cataloging, noting, “American instinct and habit revolt against multiplication of brain effort and outlay where a multiplication of results can be achieved by machinery. [Cataloging] appears to be a case where it may.”
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Supply Catalog from the Library Bureau, 1902.

Before the widespread use of typed or printed catalog cards, the respectable library relied on trained staff to produce cards written in “Library Hand,” a script taught at library schools to ensure legibility and a standard appearance, which had been developed by Melvil Dewey and Thomas Edison. “In all that follows, beauty, speed and all other requirements have been considered as secondary to legibility,” noted the New York State Library School Handbook in 1903. Some leeway was permitted as long as each library remained true to its chosen style “and all assistants [are] required to follow it.” The script was characterized by rounded letters, usually in an upright form, and “if one cannot write exactly perpendicularly a slight backward slope is more legible than forward . . . Many library hands otherwise excellent are ruined by . . . having varying slants.” Small letters were to be 2 mm high, capital letters twice that size, and there were specific rules for treating particular letters. Library hand courses also emphasized the proper equipment required for writing out cards and the posture one had to assume while doing so, such as allowing “the round muscle of the forearm [to] rest lightly on the desk away from the body to secure a free arm movement.”
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Workers in the Card Division, Library of Congress, 1900.

On October 28, 1901, more than half a century after Jewett suggested the federal government centralize the printing and distribution of catalog cards, Putnam mailed a circular to more than four hundred libraries announcing the sale of its printed catalog cards. “The Library of Congress is now prepared to furnish a copy or copies of any of the catalogue cards which it is currently printing,” he wrote. Libraries found the offer very appealing, given the Library of Congress’s authoritative cataloging system. It was an enormous undertaking to classify and print just one card for each book for a collection that now numbered over one million volumes, let alone produce and dispense thousands of duplicate cards. To ensure that the Card Division was up to the job, Putnam put Charles Harris Hastings in charge of the new service. Hastings’s dogged work ethic was essential to the program’s success. “It is impossible to conceive of the Library’s card distribution service surviving in its early years without his day-to-day supervision,” said Paul Edlund, who was later chief of the Cataloging Distribution Service Division. “He was the card distribution service.”

When the news broke that the Library would be selling their cards, Dewey and the library community were elated. In an address given at the 1901 ALA conference, Dewey told his audience, “You remember that when the Pacific railroad was built, and as the ends came together to make the connection, a great celebration was held through the country, a thrill that the work was at last done; and I feel today, now that we hear in this able report that printed catalog cards are really to be undertaken at the National Library, that what we have waited for [for] over twenty years, and what we have been dreaming about has come to pass at last.”

The card service was an immediate success, providing either complete sets or individual cards to thousands of public libraries at cost plus 10 percent. Anyone who ever thumbed through the cards at a local public library probably referred to many that came from the Library of Congress. The operation grew exponentially over the years and at its peak in 1969, approximately seventy-nine million cards were printed and distributed annually. Coincidentally, this was the same year the Library introduced Machine-Readable Cataloging (MARC), which eventually would supplant the card catalog. The card service lasted nearly a century, with the last cards produced and distributed in 1997.

Although the Library of Congress is frequently—and erroneously—credited with the invention of the card catalog, it was ironically one of the last major libraries to embrace it. Nevertheless, its innovative classification system and mass distribution of catalog cards made it the standard-bearer, allowing smaller libraries in the farthest corners of the country to possess the same quality catalog as the greatest libraries in the world.
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Frederick Douglass, glass negative, 1860–1880.
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Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. Boston, Antislavery Office, 1845.
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Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Cleveland, Ohio: W. J. Morgan & Co. lithographer, 1881.
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Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly. Boston, John P. Jewett & Co., 1852.
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Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage. New York, D. Appleton and Co., 1895.
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Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. London, Chatto & Windus, 1884.
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Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. New York, Charles L. Webster & Co., 1885.
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Mark Twain, New York World-Telegram & Sun Collection, 1907.
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Pamphlet for which Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain) sought a copyright from the Library of Congress.
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Letter from Samuel Clemens to Librarian of Congress Ainsworth Rand Spofford requesting a copyright for his pamphlet, May 7, 1874.
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Henry D. Thoreau, Walden; or, Life in the Woods. Boston, Ticknor and Fields, 1854.
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Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass. Brooklyn, New York, 1855.
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“O Captain! My Captain!” Proof sheet with corrections in ink, 1888.

The Library of Congress houses the largest archival collection of Walt Whitman materials in the world. When Whitman noticed several errors in one edition of “O Captain! My Captain!” he mailed the page to the publishers with his corrections marked in ink.


[image: image]



Walt Whitman, glass negative, circa 1860–1865.
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L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Chicago & New York, Geo. M. Hill Co., circa 1899.
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P. G. Wodehouse, William Tell Told Again. London, Adam and Charles Black, 1904.
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Peter Newell, The Slant Book. New York, Harper & Brothers, 1910.
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Jack London, The Call of the Wild. New York, Macmillian Co., 1903.
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Jack London, Bain News Service, year unknown.
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S. W. Erdnase, Artifice, Ruse, and Subterfuge at the Card Table: A Treatise on the Science and Art of Manipulating Cards. Chicago, Frederick J. Drake & Co., 1905.
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Houdini—le maître du mystère, Paris, Daude Frères, 1910.
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Harry Houdini stepping into a crate that will be lowered into New York Harbor as part of an escape stunt on July 7, 1912. Dietz, New York.

Harry Houdini (1874–1926), master magician and escape artist, once wrote that he had “accumulated one of the largest libraries in the world on psychic phenomena, Spiritualism, magic, witchcraft, demonology, evil spirits, etc., some of the material going back as far as 1489.” In 1927, through Houdini’s bequest, the Library of Congress received 3,988 volumes from his personal collection.
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Burren Loughlin, Bright-Wits, Prince of Mogadore. New York & Boston, H. M. Caldwell Co., 1909.
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Stone walls and chains do not make a prison, photography by Lasky Corporation, 1898.
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Mrs. J. B. Dale, Indian Palmistry. London & Benares, Theosophical Publishing Society, 1895. Opening spread and bookplate
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T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land. New York, Boni and Liveright, 1922.

Eliot signed the Library of Congress copy of the first edition of The Waste Land, widely considered to be one of the most influential poetic works of the twentieth century.
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Willa Cather, My Ántonia. Boston, New York, Houghton Mifflin Co., 1918.
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Drawing by Miguel Covarrubias, 1925.
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James Joyce, Ulysses. Paris, Shakespeare and Company, 1922.

This rare first edition was limited to 1,000 copies. The first hundred were signed and printed on handmade Dutch paper. The Library has number sixty-five.
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First flight, 120 feet in 12 seconds, 10:35 a.m.; Kitty Hawk, North Carolina.
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Wright brothers aeroplane, patented plans, 1908.

Wilbur and Orville Wright’s papers at the Library of Congress include more than 10,000 items documenting the brothers’ lives and their invention of the airplane. The collection includes diaries and notebooks, correspondence, scrapbooks, and drawings, largely from 1900 to 1940, as well as the Wrights’ collection of 303 glass-plate photographic negatives.
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Library of Congress Data Processing Office, 1964.


Chapter 5

The Rise and Fall of the Card Catalog

Analog to Automation



AN EGALITARIAN EFFORT

The new Cataloging Distribution Service, along with the establishment of the interlibrary loan system, amounted to a major shift for the Library of Congress, solidifying its broader role in the library community. As the Library entered the twentieth century, it was no longer a cloistered legal library for Congress, or simply a vast, static warehouse of books acquired through copyright deposit. The interlibrary loan program, which allowed books to circulate outside of the Library, made some congressmen nervous, but Putnam defended this initiative. He pointed out that “a book used, is after all, fulfilling a higher mission than a book which is merely being preserved for possible future use.” He boasted that the Library had now lent books, “as far east as Maine, as far west as California, and as far south as Texas.”

But it was the Library’s card catalog, and its distribution, that marked Putnam’s crowning achievement. The cataloging service experienced modest growth in the early years, and was self-supporting by 1905 as revenues grew more than 100 percent from the previous year. With hundreds of new subscribers, many of which were smaller public libraries, the sale of cards became an important component in maintaining the service. Even as Charles Hastings and his eleven employees were swamped with orders, he echoed the Librarian in noting that “the value of the card distribution work to American libraries cannot be measured in dollars and cents. The general level of library catalogues is being raised throughout the country.”
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Library of Congress Card Division, 1919.

John Dana, a librarian in Newark, New Jersey, informed Putnam that “one of the greatest benefits of your printed cards has come and will continue to come from the fact that the general use of them brings together all the libraries that take from them.”

At its conference in 1906, the ALA had thrown its weight behind the Cataloging Distribution Service, urging members to “buy all catalog cards, if possible, from the Library of Congress.” Later that year, the Library Journal stated that the service was “proving of very great value to libraries throughout the country, and that the usefulness of the cards is bound to increase and become more diversified as time goes on.” However, Library Journal also expressed a prescient concern for the future: “Architects have not as yet given much attention to the demands of the catalog, in planning library buildings; but it is apparent that these demands are considerable, and that the growing use of cards means a steadily increasing requirement of storage space.”

The premonition was ominously similar to Spofford’s warning to Congress more than twenty years earlier, when he worried that the old Library in the Capitol was rapidly running out of space for its collection. Could the sheer number of catalog cards lead to a similar dilemma? The new Library was built with the bigger collection of books in mind, but the on-site card catalog and the distribution program were now growing by leaps and bounds too. In the early 1900s, the Library added numerous steel storage cases for the cards that were sold to other libraries. Stacked three stories high, this addition forced the cataloging staff to carry the boxes of new cards up to the narrow catwalks amid intolerable temperatures, as the staggering inventory of index cards towered above them. By 1916, the Library could no longer mince words, admitting in its annual report that “the expansion of the card catalogue is a subject of concern requiring immediate attention.”
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Union catalogers at work, 1927.

The Union Catalog is perhaps the most comprehensive and unique of the various catalogs used at the Library of Congress. The idea for a shared catalog of publications held in American libraries took shape in 1901 when the Library agreed to exchange cards with the Boston Public Library, Harvard College Library, and the New York Public Library. The intention was to have a complete record of books in American libraries to assist researchers in finding the materials they needed.

DROWNING IN CARDS

Improvements in printing technology led to enormous growth in the publishing industry, helping to both fuel an increase in literacy and feed the rising number of public libraries, which demanded ever more catalog cards. By the 1920s, the Library’s card distribution division was overwhelmed: the rooms where the cards were sorted, packaged, and stored recalled the dwellings of the infamous New York hoarders Homer and Langley Collyer. In the Annual Report for 1925, Superintendent of the Reading Room Frederick William Ashley worried about “the space-consuming growth of the public card catalogue.” Ashley suggested, ironically, to those who championed cards over book catalogs, that the solution might lie in “printing in book form large portions of the card and removing from the public catalogue the corresponding card entries.” Most university and major public libraries were also facing a severe shortage of space as card catalogs devoured more square footage.

Fremont Rider, a scholar and inventor who studied under Dewey, estimated that some larger university libraries were doubling in size every sixteen years, a forecast that painted quite a grim picture of the future. In 1938, Rider penned an article for Library Journal titled “The Possibility of Discarding the Card Catalog,” observing that “it is exactly when an organism seems to have reached perfection that the seeds of its decay begin to germinate.” Conceding that the card catalog was well established and had no competition, Rider went on to list several drawbacks, including “continuous cost of filing, the physical bulk, and the awkwardness in use.”

The sheer size of the catalog was the most obvious problem. However, internal reports at the Library in the 1950s also pointed to issues with misfiled or missing cards and worn or illegible cards. Clerical mistakes could essentially negate the existence of a book in the collection, as a misfiled or erroneous heading on a card would make the title impossible to find. From the viewpoint of twenty-first-century “paperless offices,” where massive databases can be manipulated with a click of a single button, it is hard to fathom just how rigorous and complex the job of managing, sorting, and filing millions of cards was. Adroit catalogers at the Library tackled both the dramatic growth and the intractable filing problems, but the proposed costly solutions failed to garner much administrative support. It seemed as if the plan was to tread water until a new comprehensive solution presented itself.
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Library of Congress Card Division, circa 1940.

The tedious and demanding work of sorting and filing thousands of new catalog cards could be overwhelming. The clerks charged with filing cards were given weekly quotas, and rumor has it that those who failed to complete the task occasionally dumped their cards down the elevator shafts.
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J. Edgar Hoover, December 22, 1924.

“I’m going to show her my old card catalog system at the Library of Congress,” the future director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (played by Leonardo DiCaprio) tells a fellow agent in the film J. Edgar (2011), explaining how he will impress his date that evening. J. Edgar Hoover did not invent the card catalog, but he was certainly inspired by it. Beginning in 1913, Hoover, then a college student, spent four years as a messenger and clerk in the Library’s Order Division, where he had the opportunity to occasionally work in the Cataloging Division located next door. He would later write that his job “gave me an excellent foundation for my work in the FBI where it has been necessary to collate information and evidence.” In 1921, when Hoover reorganized the Bureau’s filing system, he implemented the Library’s concept of cross-references within the card catalog. The card index system that made it possible to find a particular book among millions of titles also made it possible for Hoover to find people, organizations, and cases amid mountains of crime files—and to hide information in plain sight by creating cards with misleading key terms. Within three years, he and his staff produced more than 450,000 cards.

THE MARCH TO MARC

Just as the card catalog was emerging as the definitive system for libraries in the late nineteenth century, a curious editorial ran in the December 1893 issue of Library Journal: “The question recurs, of course, whether the card catalog is, after all, the final form of the library catalog, and whether, having reached the millennium of the card catalog, we shall not have to begin over again on an improved system. The critic of the card catalog might say that the printed card is only a new stone for the pavement of a very much over-paved region.” Given that cataloging standards were finally in place and the card catalog was fast becoming a fixture in most university and public libraries, the question of whether it was just another momentary step toward a better method must have seemed absurd. However, as history had already demonstrated, the lead-up to the card catalog saw many competing visions and a wide array of cataloging approaches, most of which did not endure.

As it turned out, less than a century after the widespread advance of the card catalog, an alternate technology, also based on index cards, ultimately did replace it. In the 1880s, while Dewey and others were debating the size of the cards, another American inventor was using cards in a different way—for both storing and processing information. Herman Hollerith is generally considered the father of modern automatic computation and is credited with building the first punched card tabulating machine, the precursor to the modern personal computer.

Hollerith’s cards were 3 by 7 in (7.5 by 18 cm) instead of 3 by 5 in (7.5 by 12 cm) and did not use words or numbers; rather, the cards were encrypted with data using a series of discretely punched holes arranged in different patterns. Harnessing the recent availability of electricity, the punched cards were placed into a tabulating machine that automatically read and sorted the cards. This technology was utilized for the 1890 U.S. Census, which allowed the federal government to report results within weeks instead of years. Hollerith was well on his way to forming his own concern, the Tabulating Machine Company, which eventually consolidated with others to form the Computing-Tabulating-Recording Company. In 1924, the name was formally changed to International Business Machines Corporation, better known as IBM.
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Patent drawing for the first computer punch card. Herman Hollerith Paper, 1894.
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Woman using a Hollerith pantographic card-punching machine, circa 1915.

There were a few scattered instances of libraries around the country using punched cards for cataloging, but by 1940 the Library of Congress had determined that the necessary equipment to operate a massive punched-card catalog was not yet available. Instead, the Library used punched cards for fiscal records, to generate serials listings, to track book circulation and prepare overdue notices, and, ironically, to compile information on how visitors used the regular card catalog. Throughout the 1950s, Library staff experimented with various technologies, including a hybrid punched-card catalog, in which half the card contained typewritten information and the other half coded data. There was even an experiment, in the Library’s Navy Research Section, “in the application of television to the remote searching of catalog cards and the transmission of documents.”

By the 1950s, as the main card catalog at the Library of Congress surged to more than nine million cards crammed into 10,500 trays, the administration kept a watchful eye on nascent computer technology as a possible solution to the looming catalog crisis. About the same time, the handful of computer companies that existed were making major innovations and had moved away from the punched-card system, advancing to vacuum tubes and magnetic tapes. Seeing new possibilities for cataloging and storing data, Librarian of Congress Lawrence Quincy Mumford established the Committee on Mechanized Information Retrieval in January 1958. In the years that followed, and with the approval of Congress, the Library purchased an IBM 1401, a small-scale computer system the size of a Volkswagen bus. The committee also recommended establishing a group to both design and implement the procedures required to automate the catalog. Unfortunately, there were few computer programmers around. The early ones were usually mathematicians, including one Henriette D. Avram, who joined the Library of Congress in 1965.

Avram hastily evaluated the card catalog and devised the first automated cataloging system in the world, known as Machine-Readable Cataloging (MARC). Launched in January 1966, MARC attempted to both convert and manipulate the data stored on a catalog card. Representatives from sixteen libraries were invited to participate in its development, and the collaboration yielded approximately 50,000 machine-readable records containing information for English-language books. Stored on magnetic tape, these catalog records, which incorporated the standard classification scheme, could be searched at a computer terminal. The days of the paper card catalog were now numbered.
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Center: Henriette D. Avram (1919–2006).

MARC was quickly recognized as an international standard and libraries began to look at the feasibility of converting their existing catalogs. Avram noted that the herculean task of converting the cards to the new automated system would not be easy. By 1976, however, the first computer terminal for public use was installed in the Library of Congress Main Reading Room. Other libraries across the country soon followed suit and welcomed the newfangled technology as they considered phasing out their own card catalogs. On December 31, 1980, the last new cards were filed in the Main Reading Room’s card catalog and at that point, it was declared “frozen”—no additional cards were ever added.

At the time, the idea of closing a library’s card catalog was perceived as both startling and bold, and there were numerous glitches to overcome and major issues to consider, such as how to convert millions of handwritten and typeset cards to the new system. Even though a level of hesitation remained, libraries were left with a difficult decision: invest in an automated future or stay mired in the past. Younger library patrons in the 1990s who caught a glimpse, or even used, the “frozen” card catalogs that for a time stood side by side with the new computer terminals, may not have understood the reluctance many had in letting go of what scholar Markus Krajewski called the “paper machines.”

When the twelfth Librarian of Congress, Daniel J. Boorstin, was appointed in 1975, he remarked on the amazing transition that was well under way. “Within the last century . . . and especially within the last few decades, this Library has come to bear vivid witness, in quite new ways, to the power of the Machine. The output of printing presses has been multiplying. The items which our Library receives in a single day are more than five times the whole numbers of volumes purchased from Thomas Jefferson in 1815. Now, by a lucky coincidence, the electronic computer makes it possible for us to keep track of our gargantuan collections. Dr. Mumford, my distinguished predecessor, ushered our great Library into the age of automation, and so has helped us from being buried under our own treasures.”

CARDS AS ART

Once the New York Public Library and other large university libraries physically removed their catalogs in the 1980s, a subsequent domino effect was triggered. In the majority of libraries nationwide, as the Online Public Access Catalog (OPAC) replaced the old cards, these relics were cast into the dustbin. Many librarians were both tired of the cumbersome old card catalog and relished the opportunity to work with a new technology. Some libraries made a spectacle of removing their card catalog by holding a mock funeral, as at a public library in Danbury, Connecticut. Others found even more creative ways to say good-bye. A library in Maryland tied its cards to helium balloons and spectators gathered to watch them float away. Most libraries were more dispassionate and simply tossed millions of cards into dumpsters, then sensibly auctioned off the oak drawers and cabinets, perhaps indifferent to the irony that the containers now outvalued the cards they had once held. However, for those card systems that remained, the catastrophic avalanche of catalog cards predicted by Fremont Rider and others never occurred. One can wander into some libraries and still find the sturdy cabinets faithfully standing against a far wall, like a stalwart old friend.
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Card catalog in Widener Library at Harvard, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1915.

There have been other instances where unwanted cards have been rescued from the landfill. A notable example involves one of the original and arguably most renowned card catalogs—the card catalog from Harvard University’s Widener Library. On hearing that Harvard was abandoning its card catalog, Thomas Johnston, an artist based in the Pacific Northwest, secured a large portion of it. “I thought [the cards], as raw material, were so loaded with content that something interesting could be done with them,” Johnston explained. “As a printmaker, I was fascinated by the idea of a large number of similarly sized and shaped things, as repeated components, and that each one was a unique contribution of an individual. I thought at minimum, an attempt should be made to save them from destruction, and perhaps someone may have a great idea for a project. As artifacts, they continue to be exciting to look through, to realize the creative activity, research, and information that each card represents, and further, how each card has played a role in advancing knowledge.” Johnston has been in conversation with other artists about using them in a collaborative art project.

In the discussions about what to do with an old card catalog, the human aspect of the cards’ creation is an oft-heard refrain. This is especially true of the old handwritten cards, wherein slight variations in the prescribed “library hand” reveal the personal touch brought to each card. Such a notion has contributed to the phenomenon of dormant card catalogs being appropriated for art projects. At Emory University, people were invited to create art out of the salvaged catalog cards. Various students, staff, faculty, and members of the community have colored and painted on the cards. “The card catalog itself should draw interest from viewers,” says exhibitions manager Kathy Dixson. “For most of today’s students, it’s a curiosity. For those of us who remember searching through card catalogs, this ‘artifact’ is a touchstone to memories from our past.”

Farther up the East Coast, at Massachusetts’s Greenfield Community College, librarian Hope Schneider sought to preserve and celebrate catalog cards in a different way. After the library decided to remove the card catalog, she mailed the cards to various authors whose works were represented on them, asking if they would sign and return them for a library display. She received a variety of responses; some authors simply autographed their cards while others added short notes about card catalogs or simply bemoaned their fate. Former U.S. Poet Laureate Billy Collins jotted a poem across his cards: “I love card catalogues / but I only wish / my cards were more dog eared!” Novelist and poet Wendell Berry’s candid response revealed the strong feelings the card catalog can evoke as he declined to participate and wrote back, “I refuse to cooperate in any way in the destruction of the card catalogues, which I think is a mistake, a loss, a sorrow.”
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Cards courtesy of Hope Schneider, Greenfield Community College.

Schneider notes that most of the responses she received “were heartfelt, passionate, and witty.” Common threads conveyed “the importance of libraries for our collective culture, and the act of reading itself.” Another former Poet Laureate, Rita Dove, signed her card with the message “Reading brings the world into your heart,” while Pulitzer Prize–winner Annie Proulx, reflecting on the end of an era, wrote that she “regrets the loss of serendipitous discovery and the thrill of the chase” the cards once brought. Celebrated children’s author Norton Juster, who wrote The Phantom Tollbooth, expressed what generations of children may have felt searching for their next adventure in a drawer of cards: “As a kid the card catalog was always my ‘rabbit hole’—I am sorry to see it disappear.”

In her letters to authors Schneider wrote, “We have salvaged some of the cards, and would like to create a display of these venerable and tactile guideposts to literature since many of our students have never used or seen an actual card from a card catalog. And perhaps it will prompt them to go to the stacks to find some of these books and read them, which is the whole point of it all in the first place.” Even when the cards are stripped out of their cozy wooden drawers, scribbled on, and mounted on walls, they might end up steering another generation of readers to the books they once represented.

CUTTING THE GORDIAN KNOT

The people who built the card catalog at the Library of Congress were both dedicated and focused, and as a result, they created something exceptional. Former Smithsonian Institution historian Dr. Stanley Goldberg stressed the importance of the card catalog just as computers were beginning to edge them out in the 1980s. “The structure of the card catalog did not emerge overnight,” Goldberg noted. “Its architecture was undoubtedly shaped by decades of the shared experience of users, reference librarians, and catalogers.”

In the 1980s, a private firm converted the Library’s cards to the new electronic format by hand, keyed in manually rather than scanned, and because of human error, a good deal of information failed to make it into the new system. Dr. Thomas Mann, a reference librarian in the Main Reading Room, was present during the transition and recalled, “These retrospective records are often not as complete or accurate as those created by the Library.” In the early days of the online catalog, patrons were notified that the catalog records “are being edited to comply with current cataloging standards and to reflect contemporary language and usage.” Part of the need for editing had to do with obsolete subject headings; for example, the word aeroplanes was replaced by airplanes. And while many problems like this were caught and corrected, others were lost in translating English to binary code.

It was suggested at one point, not long after the advent of computers, that the card catalog at the Library should be removed to free up space. However, Dr. Mann and others argued persuasively that the catalog had ongoing value to Library administration and to Congress. As a result, unlike other significant catalogs that met their demise, the Library of Congress catalog was saved for the most part. In one defense put forth, the catalog was referred to as “a sprawling record that is surely the mother of all catalogs. Trashing this unique historical document is simply unthinkable.” A former Library rare book cataloger said that the cards held a “gold mine of information,” often added by hand over the years, that helped correct the online records.

Library of Congress catalogers themselves claim that the original cataloging contains crucial evidence about older editions and can also prove an invaluable resource in cataloging new material. As Dr. Mann explained, “The Library did not retain its card catalog because anyone was sentimental about the texture of the cards and the smell of the wood. In short, the information contained in the Main Card Catalog—and not found anywhere else—continues to be needed in many instances for efficient access to the Library’s millions of pre-1968 volumes because much of the needed information on the cards did not make the transition to the online catalog.” There are also a handful of smaller, functioning card catalogs scattered across the Library of Congress that are dedicated to specific special collections, like the Library’s architecture drawings or fine prints. These cards contain information beyond the reach of the online catalog and are essential to accessing these unique visual materials.

The prodigious effort that went into painstakingly creating and maintaining the Library’s Main Card Catalog over the years is evident in drawer after drawer. The durable oak drawers still hold the well-handled and smudged cards, with worn-down edges revealing a book’s popularity or importance, ready as ever to guide new readers to that unfamiliar title they did not even know they were looking for. At the twilight of the card catalog in 1976, Paul Edlund wrote, “Few libraries have been untouched by the work done by Library staff members over the years; it would be difficult to walk into a library anywhere in the United States and be unable to find one of these physical byproducts of the intellectual efforts of the cataloging staff of the Library of Congress.”

In 1975, representatives from the Library of Congress and other large university and public libraries gathered in Chicago for the Association of Research Libraries’ meeting to discuss the future of the card catalog. MARC was declared a runaway success and the card catalog sadly referred to as an albatross around the Library’s neck. Alluding to the complexities of converting the old cards to a MARC record, one participant suggested that the time had come to cut “the Gordian knot that ties the present and future to the past.” In Greek mythology, an oracle claimed that whoever was able to untie an intricate knot tied by King Gordius would become the next ruler of Asia. Alexander the Great, unable to untie the knot, became impatient and swiftly cut it with his sword. The idiom is now meant to express an intractable problem solved with quick, resolute action. Certainly many libraries took such action in tossing their cards, and one would probably be hard-pressed to find a leader in the library community who truly regrets cutting this Gordian knot.

The online catalog is clearly a more practical and efficient way to access the vast holdings at a library, but this does not diminish the legacy of the card catalog or discount its enduring utility. It stands next to the other edifying triumphs of civilization, like the printing press and the book. The card catalog was functional yet flawed, an astonishing innovation destined from the start to collapse under its own weight. In 1994, author Nicholson Baker wrote a eulogy of sorts in The New Yorker, extolling the intrinsic worth of the card catalog and concluding that, “the real reason to keep card catalogues is simply that they hold the irreplaceable intelligence of the librarians who worked on them.” He suggested that resisting a quick disposal of the card catalog was a noble cause allowing for a more thoughtful course to take hold, especially when the appearance of obsolescence can sometimes be deceiving.
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Reference librarian Dr. Thomas Mann at the central desk in the Main Reading Room, 1985.

As computers eclipsed the card catalog, some scholars lamented its demise. In a 1985 issue of The New Yorker, historian Barbara Tuchman wrote, “For me the card catalogue has been a companion all my working life. To leave it is like leaving the house one was brought up in.”

The card catalog lives on as both a nostalgic relic that continues to elicit positive feelings about libraries and books and as a vital resource to researchers and catalogers at the Library of Congress. Former Library cataloger John Rather once said the card catalog “is a living organism and, as a living organism, it is subject to growth, to change, and to deterioration,” but the cards appear to have some life left in them. In the Library of Congress Main Reading Room the surviving rows of drawers stand as a tangible vestige of how important the collections are, but also as a reminder that change is both imminent and inescapable.

The passing of the card catalog follows the arc of so many other innovations. Just as quills are no longer pressed into wet clay, or molten lead injected into a mold to form type, 3-by-5-in (7.5-by-12-cm) index cards are no longer printed to represent humanity’s collective knowledge. The efforts chronicled here represent a testament to the continual grasping and the ongoing struggle for order and clarity in a chaotic world. Throughout the ages, organizing systems were revised and adapted as the pace of information accelerated and new technologies provided more precise access to ever-larger collections. Whatever the future holds, the basic tenet of the card catalog will endure in new systems yet to come, and they will owe a debt to the ingenuity that preceded them.
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Paul Otlet, Traité de documentation: le livre sur le livre, théorie et pratique. Brussels, 1934.

Henriette Avram’s work in developing MARC (Machine-Readable Cataloging) during the 1960s enabled discrete bits of structured data to be encoded and transmitted across long distances, an important advancement in the birth of the Internet. But the Internet also owes its existence, in part, to those who came even earlier and envisioned and implemented standardized index card catalogs. Paul Otlet was one of those visionaries. Born in Belgium in 1868, Otlet, a lawyer, was fascinated by bibliographic techniques and the potential for organizing information using standard index cards. Although he operated on the periphery of the library community and was drawn to various classification schemes, he developed an idea of bringing together the entire world’s knowledge into a searchable system. Around the turn of the twentieth century, Otlet, along with international lawyer and future Nobel Peace Prize–winner Henri La Fontaine, began to build an archive of facts on millions of 3-by-5-in (7.5-by-12-cm) index cards. They called this collection the Mundaneum—a virtual analog Internet that users could search. This staggering collection of classified world knowledge was housed in Brussels until 1940, when Nazi Germany invaded Belgium and destroyed part of the Mundaneum.

Otlet imagined a time when information could be disseminated across disparate populations, summing up his prescient vision in 1934: “Everything in the universe, and everything of man, would be registered at a distance as it was produced. In this way a moving image of the world will be established, a true mirror of his memory. From a distance, everyone will be able to read text, enlarged and limited to the desired subject, projected on an individual screen. In this way, everyone from his armchair will be able to contemplate creation in its entirety or in certain of its parts.”
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W. E. Burghardt Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches. Chicago, A. C. McClurg & Co., 1928.
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W. E. B. Du Bois, circa 1920–1930.
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Robert Frost, New Hampshire. Henry Holt & Co., 1923.
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Robert Frost speaking into a microphone at Decca Studios. Photograph by Warren Rothschild, New York, New York, October 31, 1951.

Librarian of Congress Lawrence Quincy Mumford named Robert Frost the twelfth Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress in 1958. One of the best-known and most beloved American poets of the twentieth century, Frost won the Pulitzer Prize for New Hampshire in 1923.
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Margaret Mitchell, Gone With the Wind. New York, Macmillan, 1936.


[image: image]




[image: image]



Langston Hughes, The Weary Blues. New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1926.
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F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby. New York, C. Scribner’s Sons, 1925.
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William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury. J. Cape and H. Smith, 1929.

This card is for a vinyl record of The Sound and the Fury as read by William Faulkner. The Library’s Motion Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound Division houses the largest and most comprehensive collections of American and foreign-produced films, television broadcasts, sound recordings, and radio broadcasts in the world.
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Irma S. Rombauer, The Joy of Cooking. Indianapolis, Indiana, Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1941.
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Zora N. Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God: A Novel. Philadelphia, J. B. Lippincott Co., 1937.
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Federal Writers’ Project, Idaho: A Guide in Word and Picture, 1937.
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John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath. New York, Viking, 1939.
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Carol M. Highsmith, Weed Patch Camp, 2013.

The “rescue camp” for distressed migrant workers who fled the Dust Bowl during the Great Depression was also referred to as the Sunset Camp and was officially known as the Arvin Federal Government Camp. Author John Steinbeck called it “Weed Patch Camp” in his novel, The Grapes of Wrath.
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Richard Wright, Native Son. New York and London, Harper & Brothers, 1940.
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Richard Wright, 1945.
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Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls. New York, Scribner, 1940.
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Ernest Hemingway posed with Capt. Joe Russell of Key West beside hanging marlin or sailfish, probably in Florida, circa 1930s.
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Betty Smith, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. New York, London, Harper & Brothers, 1943.
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B. A. Botkin, editor, A Treasury of American Folklore: The Stories, Legends, Tall Tales, Traditions, Ballads and Songs of the American People, illustrations by Andrew Wyeth. New York, Crown Publishers, 1944.

Botkin was a pioneering folklorist, and according to historian Jerrold Hirsch, “He attempted to formulate an approach to the study of American folklore that took into account the nation’s different regions, races and classes and showed the interrelationship between folk, popular and high culture.” He was head of the Library of Congress’s Archive of American Folksong between 1943 and 1945 and previously served as national folklore editor of the Federal Writers’ Project (1938–1939), a program of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal during the Depression.

This card is for a vinyl record edited by Botkin that was recorded in Kentucky, North Carolina, and Virginia by noted folklorist Alan Lomax.
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Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding. Boston, Houghton Mifflin Co., 1946.
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Photograph by Carl Van Vechten, 1959.
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Eugene O’Neill, The Iceman Cometh. New York, Random House, 1940.
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Edward Lear, A Book of Nonsense. 1866.

This card is for a later edition of Lear’s popular children’s book filled with his limericks, rhymes, and humorous illustrations.
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J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye. London, Hamish Hamilton, 1951.
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Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man: A Novel. New York, Random House, 1952.
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E. B. White, Charlotte’s Web, illustrations by Garth Williams. New York, Harper, 1952.
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Allen Ginsberg, Howl and Other Poems. San Francisco, City Lights Pocket Bookshop, 1956.
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Bob Dylan with guitar and Allen Ginsberg. Photograph by Douglas R. Gilbert, June 15, 1964.
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Theodor Geisel (“Dr. Seuss”), The Cat in the Hat. New York, Random House, 1957.
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Dr. Seuss (Theodor Geisel) at work on a drawing of the Grinch. Al Ravenna, photographer for World Telegram & Sun, 1957.
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Jack Kerouac, On the Road. New York, Viking Press, 1957.
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Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird. Philadelphia & New York, J. B. Lippincott Co., 1960.
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Ezra Jack Keats, The Snowy Day. New York, Viking Press, 1962.
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Maurice Sendak, Where the Wild Things Are. New York, Harper & Row, 1963.
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James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time. New York, Dial Press, 1963.
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Truman Capote, In Cold Blood. New York, Random House, 1965.
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Truman Capote holding first edition, Bruce Davidson photographer, 1966.
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Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee. New York, Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1970.
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The Library of Congress is the country’s oldest federal cultural institution. Today the library houses a collection of more than 162 million items, including more than 38 million cataloged books and other print materials in 470 languages; the largest rare book collection in North America; and the world’s largest collection of legal materials, films, maps, sheet music, and sound recordings.

Carla Hayden is the fourteenth Librarian of Congress. She was formerly CEO of Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore, Maryland, and the president of the American Library Association.
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No. 2316

. Nine-tray cabinet

2319 Outside size, 12§ in. high, 194 in.
wide, 13 in. deep. Capacity 9900
lightweight, 7650 medium weight,
or 5850 heavyweight cards;

No. 23115 with no. 2381 swivel base

Lock, controlling all trays, additional 20-tray cabinet on high leg base

No. 2319

23130 Outside size 20 in. high, 273
in.wide,16%in.deep. Capacity
28,000 lightweight, 21,650
medium weight, or 18,550
heavyweight cards
Lock, controlling all trays,

. Twelve-tray cabinet

23112 Outside size, 15§ in. high, 20 in. wide,
151 in. deep. Capacity 16,800 light-
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2381 Swivel base, 271 in. high, additional ditional
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No. 23112 No. 23120 with no. 23820 leg base
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sobriety, or an ill-applied moderation, think or maintain, that a
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word, or in the book of God’s works; divinity or philosophy; but
rather let men endeavour an endless progress or proficience in both.”
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O CAPTAIN! MY CAPTAIN!

BY WALT WHITMAN.

The ship has weathered every yrack, the prize we sought is won)

The port is near, the bells I héar, the people all exuhrmg,

While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring.
But O heart! heart! heart!

L
0 cAprar! my captain] our fearful trip is dond\ , / 9\

Where on the deck my captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.

O captain! my captain! rise up snd Tear the bellsy,
Rise up! for you the flag is flung, for you the bugle trills : P
For you bouquets and ribboned wreaths, for you the shores a-crow

ing:
For you they call, the swaying mass, thoir cager faces turning.
O captain! dear father !
This am Ipushrememthyow— Tre
It is some dream that on the deck
You 've fallen cold and dead. Fen Q

.

My captain doos not answer, his lips are pale and still : 7
My fathor dbes ot feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will. -
Bebihoship e ship is anchored safegits voyage closed and done : ald
From fearful trip the victor ship comds In with object won ! r

Exult, O shores! and ring, O bells! A «

But I, with silent tread,
Walk the spot my captain lies
Fallen cold and dead.
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Rase Bk Ulysses. Paris, Shakespeare and Company, 1922.
Coll 782p. 25cm.

First ed. Cf. J. J. Slocum and H. Cahoon. A bibl, of James

Joyce, 1953, no, 17,
“Limited to 1000 copies: 100 copies (signed) ... numbered from
1 to 100 ...” No. 65.

I. Title.
PR6019.09U4 1922 57-52725
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Simmons, Amelia.

American cookery, by Amelia Simmons, an American
orphan. A facsim. of the 1st ed., 1796, with an essay by
Mary Tolford Wilson, New York, Oxford University Press,
1958.

xxiv p., facsim. (47 p.), xxix-xxx p. 25 cm,

“The essay by Mary Tolford Wilson appeared under the title
‘Amelia Simmons fills a need : American cookery, 1796, in the William
and Mary quarterly: a magazine of early American history. 8d ser.
vol. x1v, no, 1 (January 1957)”

Bibliographical references included in “Notes” (p. xxi-xxiv)

1. Cookery, American. 1. Wilson, Mary Tolford.

TX703.55 1796a 641.5973 58-9464

-Copy 2

Library of Congress 10 (;’
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Stowe, Mrs. Harriet Elizabeth (Beecher) 1811-1896.

Uncle Tom’s cabin; or, Life among the lowly. By Har-
riet Beecher Stowe. Boston, John P. Jewett & company ;
Cleveland, Jewett, Proctor & Worthington, 1852.

2 v. plates. 20,

1st edition.

Title vignette.

First published in the National era at Washington from June 1851 to
April 1852,

LY Gyt &
P 7 7 %
1. Title.
12-15048
Library of Congress PZ3-S89T -
— Copy 2. <
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Idaho, a guide in word and picture; prepared by the Fed-
eral writers’ projects of the Works progress administration.
The library ed. Caldwell, Id., The Caxton printers, 1td., 1937.

431 p. front., plates, maps (part fold.) 233*®. (Half-title: The
American guide series)

“Great seal of the state of Idahe” on lining-papers.
“A selected bibliography”: p. 315,—418.

[ F_wc.(‘.\. % 1. Idaho. 2. Idaho—Descr, & trav.—Guide-books. I Tltle.!’;

[ 37-26142
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BORZOI BOOKS THE WEARY BLUES

by
LANGSTON HUGHES

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY.
CARL vay vECHTEN

NEW YORK
ALFRED - A - KNOPF
1926

>

THE WEARY BLUES

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,

Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,
1 heard a Negro play.

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night

By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light
He did  lazy sway. . . .
He did a lany sway. . - -

To the tune o’ those Weary Blues.

With his ebony hands on each ivory key

He made that poor piano moan with melody.
O Blues!

Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool

He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.
Sweet Blues!

Coming from a black man’s soul.
O Blues!

In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone

I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan—

“Ain’t got nobody in all this world,

Ain't got nobody but ma sclf.

I's gwine to quit ma frownin’

And put ma troubles on the shelf.”
Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor.
He played a few chords then he sang some more—

“I got the Weary Blucs.

And T can't be satisfed.

Got the Weary Blucs

And can't be satisfied—

1 ain't happy no mo!

And 1 wish that 1 had died.”

[23]
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Bible. English. Authorized. Selections. 1788.
* A curious hieroglyphick Bible, or, Select
passages in the 0ld and New Testaments,
represented with emblematical figures, for the
amusement of youth : designed chiefly to
familiarize tender age, in a pleasing and
diverting manner, with early ideas of the Holy
Scriptures : to which are subjoined, a short
account of the lives of the Evangelists, and
other pieces / illustrated with nearly five
hundred cuts. =-- The first Worcester

‘edition. -- [Worcester] : Printed at Worcester,
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