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PREFACE

This work did not begin in a straight line. Instead, as is so often the case in scholarly
work, it is the outgrowth of another project. As it happened, I was doing research on
Charlotte “Ma” Baker, a noteworthy western academic librarian who pursued her career in
Colorado. Baker’s training as a librarian took place at the Denver Public Library, where
John Cotton Dana served as her mentor in the 1890s. It soon became clear that I could not
adequately discuss Baker’s career without first gaining a better understanding of Dana’s
life and work.

Dana has long been regarded as one of the foremost figures in American library
history. The American Library Association memorializes him with the John Cotton Dana
Publicity Awards. But, as I believe the writings selected for this volume show, library
promotion was but one aspect of Dana’s professional activities that contributed significantly
to educational advancement in the United States.

Dana published prolifically in dozens of journals and newspapers. Moreover, as a
devotee of fine printing, he published numerous works in small runs with the Elm Tree
Press, a family-owned printing enterprise based in his native Vermont. As will be seen in
one of the following selections, Dana chastised librarians for being ignorant of works on
library history that he and Henry Kent had published with the Merrymount Press. Whatever
the merit of that charge, Dana did not always place his writings in publications commonly
read by colleagues. Probably because he was so busy as a library administrator, Dana often
dashed off essays on topics of interest and submitted them to a welter of journals. He became
an effective popularizer, clarifying issues in librarianship and education for a much wider
audience than just his fellow professionals. But the result of this approach is a fragmented
oeuvre, a body of work appreciated for some of its more familiar parts instead of the whole.

When taken together, Dana’s writings show him to have had a much broader vision
than that of a publicist for libraries. It is hoped that the selections in the present volume will
in some measure reveal the breadth and coherence of Dana’s thinking on American
libraries, museums, education, and culture.

I owe thanks to a number of people for helping me put this volume together. I am much
indebted to the staff of the Western History Department of the Denver Public Library.
Special thanks go to Eleanor M. Gehres, Manager of the Western History Department, and
Dr. Fred Yonce, director of the Bear Valley Branch of DPL. Though busily involved in
preparing a history celebrating the centennial of DPL, Fred repeatedly helped me ferret out
materials on Dana’s career in Denver. I am also grateful to James Stuart Osbourn of the
Newark Public Library and Dorothy Wonsmos, Interlibrary Loan Librarian at the
University of New Mexico. I could not have gathered many of Dana’s far-flung publications
without their help. I am likewise indebted to Dorothy Williams and Ruby Wehmeyer of
Trinity University’s Maddux Library. They lent their computer skills to readying the
manuscript for publication. A final salute is owed to Dr. David Kaser, School of Library and
Information Science at Indiana University, who encouraged me to pursue research on John
Cotton Dana.

Carl A. Hanson
Maddux Library
Trinity University
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INTRODUCTION

John Cotton Dana (1856-1929) was one of the foremost librarians of his era. He is
most typically remembered for his innovative efforts to promote library services and public
education. During his forty-year career as a public librarian, Dana’s accomplishments
included terms as president of the American Library Association (1895-6) and the Special
Library Association (1909-10). His work as a librarian began in Denver in 1889 when he was
appointed head of the Denver Public Library. In 1898 he took charge of the public library in
Springfield, Massachusetts. From 1902 until his death in 1929 he directed the Newark Public
Library. Although much remains to be done in illuminating and assessing Dana’s life and
career, several biographies have appeared over the years and are noted below.

Students of library history largely agree that Dana was a maverick librarian who
facilitated advancement of his profession by attacking cant and convention. One scholar
described him as “an iconoclast, an explorer, a smasher of traditions,...a constant thorn in
the flesh of his more conservative colleagues.”l Dana’s role as gadfly was exemplified by his
criticism of various programs of the American Library Association. It is also generally
recognized that Dana was a progressive librarian who was at the forefront of numerous
innovations in library philosophy and practice. His early advocacy of open access to materials
in public libraries placed him in opposition to the curatorial approach of most contemporary
librarians. Dana realized that the great expansion of publishing and readership in America
rendered custodial librarianship obsolete in public libraries. To his mind, the people who
bought the books, the taxpayers, should have free and easy access to them. Dana saw little
point in using public funds to purchase materials that would gather dust on library shelves.
He summarized this view in his motto, “The worth of a book is in its use.”

Beyond giving taxpayers their money’s worth, Dana saw great social utility in
promoting reading. He urged reading on citizens from all walks of life as a means of
increasing their awareness of the world around them. Developing the reading habit among
an ever-widening circle of people promised greater understanding and appreciation of
different cultures and races. According to Dana, “Knowledge begets sympathy.” And as
knowledge increased, suspicion, discrimination and conflict would diminish. Though
invariably modest about the social leverage of libraries, Dana believed that the
understanding born of reading might one day alleviate the sickness of war.

Unlike most librarians of his era, Dana realized that the public would be more likely
to read and benefit from books they found interesting and useful, rather than works
esteemed by the academic establishment. He thus promoted reading of current fiction, local
history, business literature, and other materials that had clear and immediate connection
with the lives and activities of library patrons. The worth of a book was not only in its use,
but also in its relevance to reader needs and interests. As people read and understood more,
they would eventually find their way—helped by librarians—to writings of more
transcendent and lasting value.

In many respects, Dana is best understood as an educator who happened to work in
libraries. Throughout his career as a librarian, he consistently saw libraries and
librarians as intermediaries in the transfer of information from producers to users. From
his earliest days at the Denver Public Library, which occupied the west wing of Denver




High School, Dana worked closely with teachers in providing instruction for students. He
established America’s first separate children’s library there in 1894, prepared materials for
classroom instruction, and mounted numerous exhibits in the library. From his perspective,
schools, libraries, and museums were a complementary triad that should work together in
educating society. Dana was, however, wary of attempts by librarians to supplant teachers
in areas of knowledge where they were deemed deficient. He thought it far more productive
to have librarians share their expertise with teachers, who could then pass it on to students.

Dana’s interest in the display of objects for educational purposes later led to advocacy
of radical reforms for American museums, which he criticized as bastions of elitism.
During the early twentieth century Dana led the movement to make museums instruments
for the visual instruction of whole communities. Using the museum he installed on the
fourth floor of the Newark Public Library in 1904 as his testing ground, he sought to promote
public instruction via well-publicized exhibitions and also to demonstrate the possibilities
/___/for greater cooperation between libraries and museums. Much to the consternation of
. conservative museum directors, he published numerous essays attacking their institutions
as remote, gloomy, dull, and even dead. The maverick librarian thus established himself
as the enfant terrible of the American museum profession.2

Dana’s numerous and often imaginative efforts to publicize libraries and museums
stemmed in part from his realization that they were inadequately involved in the
educational endeavor. He also saw that institutions such as high schools and colleges could
not by their very nature offer continuing instruction to all sectors of society. Businessmen,
immigrants, retirees, enrollees in correspondence schools, and others had specific
information needs that could be met if libraries and museums did a better job of advertising
their wares. Moreover, mass readership of popular publications such as newspapers and
dime novels insured a great pool of ready and capable recipients of the knowledge that
libraries and museums could impart. In keeping with his idea of meeting taxpayers on
their own ground, Dana established a separate business collection (the Business Men’s
Branch) at the Newark Public Library in 1904 and later mounted displays of local
industrial products in the city museum. Dana understood that his goal of an ever-more
knowledgeable citizenry was advanced through outreach, not by expecting the public to come
unbidden to classical texts or rare and ancient cultural artifacts.3

Nowadays there is much discussion of the information explosion that came after
World War II and the concomitant need to manage the outpouring with computers and other
technological innovations. Perhaps ironically, the present-day explosion has to some extent
obscured the fact that after the Civil War librarians confronted a similar avalanche of
publications. Many librarians dismissed the bulk of those publications as unfit for
inclusion in library collections and instead held doggedly to the notion that they should
collect materials appropriate to the interests of educated elites, of devotees of humane letters.
Dana was one of the first to recognize that information, whatever its nature, had
constituencies that should be serviced through the mediation of librarians.

Dana’s promotion of special libraries for businessmen exemplifies his realization that
topical, ephemeral information in pamphlets, reports, directories, etc., could be made
available to grateful users often unaware of their existence or utility. Five years after the
opening of the Newark Business Men’s Branch, this realization culminated in the
establishment of the Special Libraries Association. The idea for the association arose with
Sarah B. Ball, head of the Newark branch, and Anna Sears, Librarian for the Merchant’s
Association of New York. Sears initially suggested that a regional association be created.
Dana apparently extended the idea to one of national scope. At his suggestion, Sears and
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