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Libraries on the Edge
Through Centuries, Harvard’s libraries 
have amassed rich collections and unique 
holdings. But now budgetary pressures 
that have been building during the past 
decade, and intensified in the past year, 
threaten the ability of the world’s largest 
private library to collect works as broadly 
as it has in the past.

In an interview, University Library di-
rector and Pforzheimer University Profes-
sor Robert Darnton called the situation 
“a crisis in acquisitions.” As the number 
of books printed globally continues to 

increase—now standing at more than a 
million titles a year—the number Harvard 
can afford to collect has for years remained 
flat. The share of the world’s output of 
knowledge that Harvard acquires is there-

fore dwindling. (The library now holds 
16.3 million volumes.) And even though 
technology has created new ways to store 
and present knowledge, such changes, at 
least for the time being, have merely added 
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to the burden of libraries everywhere. A 
University report (http://www.provost.
harvard.edu/reports/Library_Task_Force_
Report.pdf) released in November there-
fore calls for the administrative, financial, 
and technological restructuring of Har-
vard’s library system, and for increased 
collaboration with other institutions.

“In the age of the electronic revolution,” 
Provost Steven E. Hyman said in an inter-
view, “and in an age when far more is being 
produced, in terms of printed resources…
than any one [institution] could collect, 
store, or preserve, we have to move from 
acquisition as the primary and central goal 
to access.” Critically, the access must be “in 
perpetuity, because we have not yet solved 
the problem of digital preservation.” 

Hyman, who in February 2009 appoint-
ed a task force to study the University’s li-
braries, noted that some current challenges 
are shared by libraries everywhere, while 
others are unique to Harvard. Among the 
latter category, he points to the “exces-
sively complex [administrative] structure 
of the libraries” (Harvard’s 73 physically 
separate libraries are run by more than 
50 different entities), and “difficulties of 
decision-making, and the inefficient use 
of resources resulting therefrom,” as issues 
discussed in the recent report that had pre-

viously been raised among faculty mem-
bers for a decade or more. The existing 
system—“library as labyrinth,” he says—
makes it difficult to know what Harvard’s 
resources are, stands in the way of a ratio-
nal collecting policy, and allows journal 
publishers to “exploit our divisions,” lead-
ing the libraries to spend more money than 
they should. Grossly inefficient use of in-
ternal resources is another consequence of 
extreme decentralization: an example cited 
by the task-force report took place in 2009, 
when “negotiations with one major sci-
entific publisher engaged representatives 
of 24 separate libraries, apparently eating 
up hours and days of staff time—which 
frankly,” notes Hyman, “is a misallocation 
of Harvard’s scarce resources.” 

“When you have a structure that is al-
ready at risk,” says Hyman, “and then 
subject it to extraordinary financial pres-
sures,” as experienced in the past year, 
“you begin to see potentially real trouble.”

Harvard’s library, one of the four larg-
est in the world and the only one that is 
not a deposit library (like the Library of 
Congress), is also unique among the four 
in that it collects in more than 350 lan-
guages and in all disciplines. “No one col-
lects the way Harvard does,” says Darnton. 
“If we don’t do that collecting, who will?” 
He says the libraries’ responsibility is first 

and foremost to the students and faculty 
at Harvard, but “I think we have a nation-
al, even an international responsibility, to 
the whole world of learning. People look 
to Harvard to keep up a very high level 
of collecting the record of scholarship. So 
I view this responsibility as something 
that is haunting, really, because if we fail 
to keep up an adequate acquisitions rate, 
we are letting everyone down, not just the 
people at Harvard and not just this gener-
ation, but future generations as well.”

At its simplest, the problem facing 
many libraries is that budgets have only 
kept pace with inflation, while the cost 
of printed materials rises 9 percent a 
year. The budget of the Harvard College 
Library, which includes Widener as well  
as Lamont and Cabot libraries for under-
graduates, is under particular strain, in 
part because it collects across the broad-
est array of languages, sciences, and other 
disciplines. That subjects it to the further 
strains of a weakening dollar (as foreign-
language acquisitions become relatively 
more expensive) and relatively higher 
costs for retaining expert bibliographers 
to search for and buy the books that will 
keep up the strength of the collections.

“We were faced with a stark choice,” 
says Hyman. “If we subjected the whole 
system to across-the-board cuts, we would 
undoubtedly enfeeble the whole system.” 
Hyman and library leaders instead saw an 
opportunity to effect a fundamental reorga-
nization, “so that we could have confidence 
that resources were being used as wisely as 
possible, so that we were aggregating our 
buying power, so that our internal systems 
could talk to each other, and so that we 
could collaborate externally.”

The task force report notes that Har-
vard’s decentralized system faces par-
ticular challenges in an environment that 
includes tighter budgets, shifting bound-
aries among academic disciplines, and 
the destabilizing influence of the digital 
revolution. In response, the report makes 
five core recommendations: adoption of a 
shared administrative structure; improve-
ment to information technology systems; 
changes to funding models and cost-shar-
ing among the libraries; enhanced coordi-
nation of materials collection and espe-
cially of access to those collections; and 
increased collaboration with other insti-
tutions. The report called for the immedi-
ate formation of a new group, now chaired 

News from Our Website

The Evolution of  natural history
For the 150th birthday of Harvard’s Museum of Comparative 
Zoology, a look back at the history of the field. 
harvardmag.com/mcz-150

a laboratory for Mixing art and science
The Laboratory at Harvard is a space for cross-disciplinary 
creativity. Read about its November 8 opening, which featured 
inhalable chocolate, music influenced by your heartbeat, and a 
soccer-powered flashlight. harvardmag.com/laboratory

orhan Pamuk’s Theory of  the novel
“Being a novelist,” according to Orhan Pamuk, winner of the 
2006 Nobel Prize in literature, “is the art of being both naïve 
and sentimental at the same time.” Read more about Pamuk’s 
Norton Lectures at Harvard. harvardmag.com/orhan-pamuk

Harvardmagazine.com brings you continuous coverage of University and alumni 
news. Log on to find these stories and more:

Find these stories and more at harvardmagazine.com and get news as it happens.
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by Divinity School professor of philosophy 
and theology David Lamberth, that will 
implement these recommendations.

Lamberth said in an interview that al-
though the implementation group will 
consider the full range of options for con-
solidating library administrative func-
tions, “going from 50 to a much smaller 
number of administrative organizations 
is probably meaningful, but going down 
to one may well be cutting off your nose 
to spite your face. Local autonomy of the 
schools and distinctive libraries is quite 
valuable,” he continues, “because there are 
so many different modes of providing ser-
vice, and also cultures of knowledge and 
different kinds of materials.”

The risk of losing the expert bibliogra-
phers who choose the books Harvard buys 
is already a major issue among faculty 
members, who raised concerns during dis-
cussion of the libraries at a meeting of the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences prior to the 
release of the task-force report. (Subse-
quently, in the letter to senior administra-
tors, 100 faculty members called for more 
money for acquisitions.)

“A crucial, guiding idea” of the report, 
says Lamberth, is that “maintaining lo-
cal expertise where it delivers excellence 
and real value is something we want to 
continue.” Adds Hyman, “I think intellec-
tual decisions must be local. A molecular 
biologist in the medical school really can’t 
know what a Sanskrit scholar needs.” Ad-
ministrative functions, on the other hand, 
“should be unified and benefit from econ-
omies of scale,” Hyman continues. “That 
means once local intellectual decisions are 
made, and are agreeable to a local budget, 
then acquisition, subscription, procure-
ment, unpacking of boxes, cataloging, 
identification of appropriate storage, and 
preservation should be a central, unified, 
highly efficient function.”

One of the principal expected changes 
in funding and cost-sharing affects the 
Harvard Depository, where 45 percent of 
Harvard’s volumes are stored. Whenever a 
patron requests a book, the Harvard library 
that owns it is charged a fee of more than 
$2. The requesting library or school pays 
nothing. Libraries with large collections, 
such as the Harvard College Library, pay a 
lot under this system. A new system would 
distribute costs more equitably, and might 
even involve digitization of requested 
books upon their return to the depository.

h a r v a r d  p o r t r a I t

Walking in Paris years ago, Theresa McCulla ’04 suddenly came face-to-face with 
small macarons (sandwich cookies), displayed on velvet cloth and dramatically lit from 
above in the shop window of pastry chef Pierre Hermé. “They were presented like 
jewelry,” she recalls. Since 2007, McCulla, an admitted “foodie,” has brought her rev-
erence for food—nurtured in her own family’s kitchen, in professional venues, and 
during her college semester at the Sorbonne—to her job: coordinating the Harvard 
University Dining Services’ Food Literacy Project (FLP), which began in 2005. The 
FLP aims to educate the Harvard populace about food preparation, nutrition, agri-
culture, and community: it runs a farmers’ market; encourages local, seasonal eating; 
and conducts special events like a vegan baking workshop, a field trip to cranberry 
bogs, and a chance for students to roll their own truffles from a 15-pound batch of 
ganache. In college, McCulla studied French, Spanish, and Italian: “Some semesters I 
had no classes in English!—which I loved.” Her polyglot talents led to a job with the 
Central Intelligence Agency, where for three years she translated and analyzed Eu-
ropean media. Yet food beckoned: evenings, McCulla volunteered as a line cook at a 
steak house, worked for a pastry chef, and did research for a food writer—activities 
respectively “chaotic, precise, and academic.” She baked the wedding cake for her 
marriage to Brian Goldstein ’04, a Harvard graduate student. They cook together 
nightly, and McCulla takes professional chef ’s training at the Cambridge School of 
Culinary Arts. “My days and nights,” she says, “are filled with food.”

t h e r e s a  M c C u l l a
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A key point of the report is that infor-
mation systems will need to be standard-
ized and improved. When the online 
HOLLIS circulation system was developed 
in the late 1980s, data requirements were 
set by individual libraries, so that data 
are “not consistent across the collection,” 
says Lamberth. “That is an area that will 
have to be addressed, to allow us to more 
fully participate in outside consortial en-
deavors such as Borrow Direct,” the inter-
library loan system used by the rest of the 
Ivy League. John G. Palfrey VII, a professor 
and Ess Librarian at Harvard Law School, 
who chaired the task force’s technology 
working group, says that new technolo-
gies “need to become a driver of collabora-
tion across the University’s many librar-
ies and beyond,” rather than an inhibitor 
of working together. Harvard’s libraries, 
he says, faced with an historic moment of 
transformation, can serve researchers ev-
erywhere “more effectively and efficient-
ly than we do today if we play our cards 
right with respect to technology integra-
tion and development.”

Collaborations that don’t require inte-
gration have begun already: for example, 
China’s national library is paying to digi-
tize some of the rarest holdings in the 
Harvard Yenching Library. And Harvard is 
reportedly far along in talks with MIT (al-
ready a Harvard Depository client) on how 
the two institutions’ libraries could work 
together. (Cornell and Columbia’s librar-
ies have announced a Mellon Foundation-
funded plan to try sharing collections and 
the cost of digitization, for example. But 
collection-sharing will require improve-
ments to Harvard’s library data systems.)

More students are using the libraries 
than ever, says Darnton, and not just from 
their rooms via computer: “their bodies are 

also present in the buildings.” The future 
is digital, he says—“That much we 

know. Meanwhile, we occupy what 
I refer to as a transitional phase…
in which printed works and digital 
works must coexist and be mutually 

reinforcing. The digital future is ex-
hilarating, and will enable us to open 

up the Harvard libraries and share our in-
tellectual wealth. Part of me says, ‘Eureka!’ 

because it is the most exciting thing imag-
inable for a library. But then the other side 
of me crashes into a reality determined by 
the budget,” and the “distastrous last year” 
when acquisitions fell “precipitously.” 

Yesterday’s news
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1935 The Business School announc-
es 10 new courses on the business as-
pects of public administration for stu-
dents who wish to prepare themselves 
for public service.  

 1950 The Massachusetts Legisla-
ture again considers a bill to investigate 
Communist sympathizers on college 
campuses. President Conant assures 
state lawmakers that Harvard is anti-
Communist and has nothing to hide; he 
deems the investigation unnecessary be-
cause it “is likely to expose loyal citizens 
to unfair insinuations and thus to cause 
serious injustice.” 

*   *   *
Dunster House residents lament their 
reputation as the “neglected child of 
Harvard,” assuring the Bulletin that they 
are no farther from the Yard than some 
other Houses, though they do “lie a 
goodly distance away from the pinball 
machines and hamburger heavens of 
Harvard Square.” 

 1960 The Admissions Office blanch-
es at the prospect of 5,000 ap-
plicants to the 
class 

of ’64 as the “wartime ‘baby bulge’ [ap-
pears] a year ahead of schedule.” [Appli-
cations for the class of 2013 hit 29,112.] 

 *   *   *
The first women to complete a formal 
WHRB comp begin their stints on the air. 

 1965 The Data and Mailing Services, a 
computer facility for handling biographical 
and statistical data on 161,000 alumni, fac-
ulty and staff members, and students, has 
opened, compressing information once 
stored on many separate stencils onto 
16,800 feet of magnetic tape.  

 1970 In his annual report, President 
Nathan M. Pusey laments “a dismal year,” 
plagued by student uprisings of “would-
be revolutionaries” as well as financial 
constraints; for the first time in many 
years, the Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
runs a deficit, and federal support to 
Harvard decreases by $200,000. 

 1980 President Derek C. Bok calls 
student careerism “a passing phase,” pre-
dicting “a leveling in the number of future 
applicants to Harvard—though still far 

more than there are places 
available—and less anxiety 

over becoming a doc-
tor or lawyer.”
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