
Syracuse University Syracuse University 

SURFACE SURFACE 

The Courier Libraries 

4-1972 

The Role of Rare Books in a University Library The Role of Rare Books in a University Library 

Charles W. Mann 
Pennsylvania State University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://surface.syr.edu/libassoc 

 Part of the Library and Information Science Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Mann, Charles W. "The Role of Rare Books in a University Library." The Courier 9.3 (1972): 25-31. 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Libraries at SURFACE. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in The Courier by an authorized administrator of SURFACE. For more information, please contact 
surface@syr.edu. 

https://surface.syr.edu/
https://surface.syr.edu/libassoc
https://surface.syr.edu/library
https://surface.syr.edu/libassoc?utm_source=surface.syr.edu%2Flibassoc%2F59&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1018?utm_source=surface.syr.edu%2Flibassoc%2F59&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:surface@syr.edu
















have learnedof what real importancegood referencepeoplecan be to a rare
book program. There is a vast literature of books about books, much of
which is essentialto the properuse of a rarebookcollection.A few libraries
have tried to housethesein specialcollectionsreadingroomsbut, asidefrom
the basicsetsof someworks, they only scratchthe surface.We mustdepend
upon the referencedivision to maintainand servicemanyof our mostuseful
tools. Also, I teacha rare-books-orientedgraduatecoursein bibliography,and
without the willing assistanceof the referencestaff, who ungrudginglyabsorb
the torrent of questionsmy studentsbring them, the coursewould bemuch
the poorer.

All of this interactionseemssomehowobviousto me. Interlibrary loan,
acquisitions and rare books seem to merge as a matter of course when
discussinglocationsof textsavailableeitherin microform on requestor in the
stocks of antiquarianbook dealers.In recentyearsour maps,photoservices
and documentsdepartments,the Arts Library, the local county library, and
the university departmentsof arts, history and economicsall have been
involved in the planningof shoppingmalls and the restoringof buildings in
our local communities.The rarebookcollectionhadmuchinformationin the
way of histories,maps,plansandphotographsbut to makethemtruly useful,
cooperationwith the rest of the library was necessaryat every turn. I find
that I cannot live without any of the departmentaldivisions in our library;
even the computerand I are wary if disillusionedfriends. PennStatehasa
large network of tiny but related campusesand thesedraw upon special
collectionsmore than one might think; in order to get informationto them,
computer-producedprintoutscanbe quite useful.

In consideringthe university communitywhich usesthe library, a rare
book staff must alwaysbe on the alert so that possibleworking materialsin a
collectionarenot overlooked.This meansscanningthe publicationslist of the
faculty and the university catalog, noting the courses taught. It means
checking out the specialtiesof new professorsand keeping track of the
changingwork of the older ones. It means,above all, taking an active and
cooperativesharein the planningand programsof the departmentsand the
interdepartmentalinstitutesof arts and humanities,medievalareaprograms
and Renaissancestudies which have proliferated in recent years. By the
process of researchinga university faculty, some unusual angles can be
recognizedandtakenadvantageof. Oneof my greatsurpriseswasto find that
Penn State offers a course in imaginary geography.When I called up the
instructor, he mirrored my own ast<;mishmentwhen I told him we had an
extensive collection of imaginary voyagesand utopian fiction. What I am
emphasizinghere is that rarebookdivisionshaveeveryobligationto be active
in directly promoting the use of their researchfacilities and materialsby
studentsand faculty. Suchactivity can be supportedby the use of exhibits,
by classroompresentations,applications of funds and the provision of a
forum or room for specialeventsandspecialteachingprograms.This doesnot
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mean that an event is held in a rare book room because there is a carpet on
the floor and not too many people are displaced. Far from it. The event
should be related to books, whether celebrating the accession of a gift
collection or the visit of a distinguished writer to the campus. The event
should, whenever possible, be underlined by a related exhibit or address
stressing the importance of books and libraries.

I have not said much about the vital and exhilarating area of rare book
cooperation, which extends beyond the bounds of the university campus. In
this age of interest in things antiquarian, the importance of rare books for
community, state and national use is becoming ever plainer. Also, as all rare
book people are aware, the age of miracles in bibliography is now and not in
the past. Scores of important editions, checklists, inventories, census listings
and cooperative projects are currently underway. One need only cite the
National Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections, the editions coming out
under the stamp of the Modern Language Association's Center for Editions of
American Authors, the revision of American Literary Manuscripts, Jacob
Blanck's Bibliography of American Literature, and the revision of short title
catalogs as a few examples. All of these projects have been enormously
dependent, not only on the scholarly staff designated to implement them, but
also on rare book librarians.

Rare book librarians are, in a sense, made by accident. Certainly they
are made not by library schools but by books and people; they should know
as many as possible of both. We don't ask our rare book employees much
about conservation or how to run down a price in American Book Prices
Current. We ask them what their special interests have been, where they have
worked, what they have done. We look for people who know about books in
their fields, who will fall into the special routine of looking after rare ones
with great naturalness. Training of course would be good to have, but aside
from actually working in a rare book library, it is not generally available. In
these changing times most library schools have so much material that must be
presented that only a few courses in analytical bibliography and the history
of the book can be included in the curricula. However, in whatever manner
people may find their way into working with rare books, they should be
encouraged to do so. Here and there in this country we have collections
which are in sore need of curators who can give the collections their due, in
order that their true functions may be realized. Too often special collections
are neglected, .and thus gain a poor reputation which is no fault of the books.

Let me conclude by restating that a rare book department is not
maintained just for its own sake, nor is it a form of invested capital. It is as
essential to the climate of learning of a university as all the other functioning
units in the library of which it is an equal part.
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