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Project supervisor: Sara Powell, Assistant Curator of Early Books and Manuscripts 
 

Contact information for further information or questions: spowell@fas.harvard.edu 
 

 

Name of Project: 

The Legacy of Slavery in Houghton Library’s Collections 

Brief description of library/archives: 
 Houghton Library is home to Harvard’s rare books and manuscripts, literary and performing arts 
archives, and more: a destination for students, scholars, and the public. The library opened in 
1942 to provide a dedicated home for Harvard Library’s rapidly growing collections of rare books 
and manuscripts. Since then, it has become known as a research center and a setting for 
hands-on learning, exhibitions, lectures and other public programs. 



Anticipated outcomes/final product: 
While the scope of the project output will depend on what information the fellow is able to find, 
the likely result will be an internal report, with a summary, list of identified materials, and (if 
applicable) recommendations for reparative action. A public-facing product can be decided in 
consultation with the fellow, based on their interests, skill set, and professional goals. 
Experience with (or interest in) data analysis & visualization will be useful. Some example 
research outputs include writing an article for submission to the peer-reviewed journal, Harvard 
Library Bulletin; curating an online exhibition in CURIOSity; or organizing a lecture with a pop-up 
exhibition case.  

Project description:   
The report on the Legacy of Slavery at Harvard released last year revealed the extent to which 
Harvard University benefited financially and reputationally from donations by slaveholders and 
others whose fortunes depended on the trade. So, too, did Harvard’s libraries. Today, Houghton 
Library holds not only those materials that were once part of the Widener ‘Treasure Room’ but 
also thousands of books that were once part of Harvard’s circulating collections, amassed over 
centuries via purchase and donation. This project aims to quantify and qualify the extent of 
Houghton Library’s current collection materials that were acquired directly from enslavers & their 
families; donated by those whose fortunes depended on the slave trade; or purchased via 
endowed funds established by these families.  

This work will take place in two stages, in which the fellow will have support from the entire 
Collections & Programs division. The fellow will first quantify the extent of Houghton’s relevant 
collections items, consulting the library’s printed book provenance file, internal donor files, and 
historical dealers’ catalogues, as well as examine books & manuscripts themselves for evidence 
of ownership (bookplates, inscriptions). The fellow may occasionally need to conduct research 
at other repositories where they hold relevant biographical or administrative records or in cases 
where Houghton lacks a complete run of dealers’ catalogues.  

After data gathering, the fellow will analyze these findings. The themes they explore will depend 
on the scope of their findings, but some questions they might ask include the following: What 
trends, if any, can be observed among the relevant collection items (e.g., in genre, subject, or 
place of production)? What was the relationship between donors and Harvard or the Library 
specifically? What motivations did past donors have in giving books & manuscripts (or book 
acquisition funds) to Harvard, rather than other gifts? How did the Harvard Library’s collection 
development policy change over time? Here, the fellow’s methodology should be driven by their 
own disciplinary training & academic interests but will necessarily require additional research to 
learn donors’ biographical details and to elucidate how their collecting & donations fit into 
broader cultural, social, and economic trends. 

https://harvardlibrarybulletin.org/
https://harvardlibrarybulletin.org/
https://curiosity.lib.harvard.edu/
https://legacyofslavery.harvard.edu/


A public-facing product can be decided based on the fellow’s interests, skill set, and 
professional goals. Along with Houghton curatorial and public services staff, the fellow should 
consider the most appropriate and effective method of outreach (some examples listed above).  
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