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The Harvard-Yenching Library at Harvard University:
Its History, Developments, and Services
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(A) Introduction

Good Morning. It is my great honor to meet
with all of you at Kansai University today. I first
visited Osaka and Kansai University almost twenty
years ago when I was working at the University of
California at Los Angeles (UCLA). I took a tour of
the city on Monday; a lot has changed since my last
visit.

I enjoyed my tour of your beautiful library and
my meeting with your library director and the
library staff yesterday. I am grateful for their time
and hospitality; and I am delighted to have this
opportunity to learn from all of you.

The title of my presentation today is: “The
Harvard-Yenching Library at Harvard University: Its
History, Developments, and Services . After intro-
ducing the Harvard-Yenching Library and its devel-
opments, I will try to offer a few of my opinions of
what defines a good research library. I welcome
your comments and criticism, and [ would be very
happy to take your questions at the end of my

presentation.

(B) History and Developments

You may be interested to know that the
Harvard-Yenching Library celebrated its 80th anni-
versary last year and that we began as the private
library of the Harvard—Yenching Institute.

Since its founding in 1928, the Harvard-
Yenching Institute has had no administrative or
financial relationships with Harvard University. The
Institute functions as a private foundation and uses
its endowment incomes to provide support to three

major programs: visiting scholars and fellows, short
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—term research projects which take advantage of
the extensive library resources at Harvard, espe-
cially the library resources of the Harvard-Yenching
Library, and the Harvard—Yenching Library.

By 1975 the size of the Harvard-Yenching
Library had become a financial burden to the Insti-
tute, and since the Institute was made up of
scholars and not professionally-trained librarians,
the Board of Trustees of the Harvard-Yenching
Institute decided to donate the entire Harvard-
Yenching Library to Harvard. Since then, it becomes
an administrative unit of the Harvard College
Library.

Currently, the Harvard-Yenching Library is the
third largest library unit among all of the libraries
at Harvard; and the Library continues to maintain a
very close working relationship with the Harvard-
Yenching Institute. Allow me to give some details
about the beginnings of the Harvard-Yenching
Library.

In 1879, a group of Boston businessmen
engaged in trade with China thought it would be
useful to train the younger generation to have a
working knowledge of the Chinese language; and
they invited Ko Kun—hua, a Chinese scholar from
the city of Ningpo, to teach Chinese at Harvard.
The small collection of books that was bought for
Mr. Ko’s courses, the first acquisitions in any East
Asian language by the Harvard College Library,
marked the beginning of a Chinese collection at
Harvard.

In 1914, two Japanese professors, Hattori
Unokichi, a leading Sinologist, and Anesake Masa-
haru, a well-known Buddhist scholar, both from
Tokyo Imperial University, came to lecture at

Harvard. Both donated several important groups of
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Japanese publications on Sinology and Buddhism to
the Harvard College Library, thus launching
Harvard’s Japanese collection.

These two collections became the nucleus of
Harvard’s East Asian collection but they were not
properly organized for use until 1927 when Alfred
Kaiming Chiu, then a Ph.D. student at Harvard and
a trained librarian, was asked by the Librarian of
the Harvard College Library to help put these mate-
rials in order.

The Harvard-Yenching Institute was established
a year later, in 1928, as an independent corporation
in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts by the
estate of the late Charles Martin Hall (1863-1914).
Mr. Hall, who was the inventor of a process for
refining aluminum and who founded the Aluminum
Company of America, willed one-third of his estate
to establish an organization in the United States for
the promotion of higher education in Asia, particu-
larly the study of the histories and cultures of that
region, and Asian studies at Harvard.

As part of that initiative, the Institute took over
responsibility for the Chinese-Japanese Collection
from the Harvard College Library in 1929, and the
collection, then numbering 4,526 Chinese volumes
and 1,668 Japanese volumes, was transferred from
Widener Library to the Institute.

In 1931, the name of the collection was
changed to Chinese-Japanese Library of the
Harvard-Yenching Institute at Harvard University,
and Alfred Kaiming Chiu was appointed its first
librarian. The present name of Harvard—-Yenching
Library was adopted in 1965 to better reflect the
expanding scope of the Library, which by then also
included Korean materials and Western language
publications on East Asia.

From its beginning, the Harvard-Yenching
Library was fortunate enough to enlist the assis-
tance of the Yenching University Library in Peking
in its acquisitions work. From 1928 to 1941, the
Yenching University Library purchased many schol-
arly books, retaining one copy for itself and sending
the other copy to Harvard.

Direct purchases were also made from the two

major publishing houses in Shanghai — the
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Commercial Press and the Chung Hua Book
Company — and from Isseido Book Store in Tokyo.

The Library’s collections grew rapidly during
the 1930s and 1940s; and by the early 1950s, the
Harvard-Yenching Library had become the largest
East Asian research collection among all academic
libraries in the West. It is still the largest East Asian
research collection among the academic libraries
outside of Asia today.

Although the Library first collected only
Chinese and Japanese materials, with major
emphasis on the humanities, subsequent expansion
in Harvard’s East Asian curriculum led to a similar
expansion in the Library’s acquisitions programs.
Tibetan, Mongolian, and Manchu publications were
added, as were Western-language monographs,
reference books, and journals.

A Korean Collection was inaugurated in 1951,
and a Vietnamese Collection was added in 1973.

Social science publications were given
increased attention after World War II, and
collecting in this area has greatly accelerated since
1965, when Mr. Eugene Wu was appointed the
second librarian of the Harvard-Yenching Library.

Thus, a collection that was once predominately
focused on the humanities has gradually evolved
into a research library that encompasses East Asian
materials in all of the scholarly disciplines from
antiquity to the present, not only in the humanities,
but also in the social sciences.

(C) Strengths of the Harvard-Yenching
collections:

Today, the Harvard-Yenching Library’s collec-
tions stand at 1,202,462 volumes of books, more
than 16,000 periodicals, 649 newspapers, and
112,641 reels/pieces of microforms.

The Library subscribes to 8,452 current period-
icals, journals, and statistical yearbooks and has
also either acquired or subscribed to most of the
available electronic databases covering China,
Japan, and Korea. Remote access through the
Internet to all of the Chinese full-text electronic

databases developed in Taiwan is also available to
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scholars at Harvard through a special agreement
with the Institute of History and Philology of the
Academia Sinica of Taiwan.

Unique collections such as the Hedda Morrison
Collection on the daily lives of people in Peking in
the 1930s and 1940s and the photographs of
Chinese Muslims in the Pickens Collection, have
been digitized and are available online through the
VIA Catalog of the Harvard University Library.

The Library has also completed a joint project
with McGill University in Canada to digitize the
writings of women writers from the Ming and Qing
dynasties (URL: http://digital library.mcgill.ca/mingq
ing/) based upon the collections in the Harvard-
Yenching Library.

Directories of the Chinese, Japanese, and
Korean electronic and digital resources available
elsewhere via the Internet are listed on the Harvard
—Yenching Library’s website (URL: http://hcl.harvar
d.edwharvard-yenching/).

For each of the countries it covers, the
Library’s collections provide comprehensive
coverage of history, language and literature, philos-
ophy and religion, fine arts, and sources for the
study of the modern and contemporary periods in
the social sciences. Each collection, however, has
its own unique features and strengths, which I will
describe briefly below.

The Chinese Collection is strong in local gazet-
teers, congshu or collectanea, writings of individual
scholars of the Ming and Qing dynasties, rare books
(printed before 1795), primary and secondary
sources for the study of the Kuomintang and the
Chinese Communist Party, and the history of
modern and contemporary China. The Library has
the world’s most comprehensive collections of
Chinese statistical yearbooks and the new Chinese
local gazetteers that have been published in China
since 1982.

The Japanese Collection is rich in history, liter-
ature and Japan’s modern and postwar political,
social, and economic developments. It also contains
the 6,500-volume Petzold Buddhist Collection along
with the Petzold scroll collection on Buddhist art,
books published in the Edo period (1600-1867)

and some 200 manuscripts dating from the 14th
century. Japanese works in Sinology are also
comprehensively represented. The 15,000-reel
microfilm collection of printed books of the Meiji
period (1867-1912) is the only complete set avail-
able in the United States.

The Korean Collection includes a unique group
of Korean genealogies and imperial examination
rosters from the 17th century. It is also strong in
the collected works by major Korean writers in the
traditional format. Sources for the study of postwar
developments in South and North Korea are also
well represented.

The Vietnamese Collection includes a number
of 19th century publications written in classical
Chinese on Vietnamese history, law, political institu-
tions, and Buddhism. Current monographs, journals,
and newspapers are also available.

The Western—-language Collection includes all
of the major monographs and journals on East Asia
plus translations of East Asian literary works, past
and present. There are also complete files on micro-
film of such influential newspapers such as The
Japan Times and The North China Daily News.

Other unique features in the Library’s collec-
tions include a group of the Naxi pictographic
manuscripts on the minority people in China’s
Yunnan Province; Chinese rubbings ; the archives of
the trustees of Lingnan University (a missionary
university in Guangzhou originally known as the
Canton Christian College), covering the years from
1884 to 1952; missionary works in Chinese,
including translations of the Bible in different
dialects; collections of personal papers, including
those of Hu Han—min, an early Kuomintang elder
statesman, Tsiang Ting—fu, an influential scholar/
diplomat in modern China, George A. Fitch, who
was for many years associated with the YMCA and
other missionary activities in China, and Joseph
Buttinger, author and Vietnam specialist.

A Tiananmen Archive contains handbills, peti-
tions, eyewitness reports, photographs, videotapes,
and pamphlets distributed by the demonstrators in
1989. The Harvard-Yenching Library also holds a

substantial collection of primary materials covering
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the Cultural Revolution.

(D) What defines a good research library ?

The advance of new technologies has brought
many changes to libraries in recent years, including
the tools librarians use to carry out their duties and
responsibilities. However, the basic functions of a
research library —to collect and to acquire, to
organize, to preserve, and to service — remain the
same.

What defines a good research library? We can
think of many elements such as good collections,
good facilities, up—to—date technologies, a compe-
tent staff, and good services. But to me, a good
research library is defined by its unique collections

and personalized services.

Collections: We used to say in the United States
that the library is the heart and soul of a university.
And I believe that collections constitute the heart
and soul of a research library.

A world-class university must have a first-rate
faculty, who will naturally attract first-rate students.
Scientists in the natural and applied sciences must
have first-rate facilities and laboratories to carry
out their research. In the same vein, scholars in the
humanities and the social sciences must have first-
rate library collections to carry out their research
and teaching. To these scholars, a good research
library is their laboratory.

These days, a library cannot collect and acquire
all of the publications that it wants to collect.

Collection development programs usually
reflect the teaching and research programs of the
institution and are guided by the latter. Since we
cannot acquire all of the materials that we want to
acquire, we need to set priorities in our acquisitions
programs.

The current demands of library users often
force us to forgo building strong and unique collec-
tions. But if we are collecting the same publications
that other libraries are collecting, our collections

will never become unique.
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Thus, library administrators and librarians
responsible for collection development must have
the knowledge and foresight to understand the
trends of research and scholarly communications so
that they can balance their decisions of where to
collect in depth and where to collect only the
essentials.

Unwavering administrative commitment and
strong subject knowledge and competency among
the subject bibliographers are keys to the success
of this strategy. Over time, this strategy will enable
a university library to build strong and unique

collections.

Services: It is true that a library is a storehouse of
knowledge. But a library is not a museum.

We must realize that the library is a service
provider, and the library staffs are there to serve its
constituents.

If we have collected the world’s best materials
but these materials are not well organized and
made known and accessible to library users, what
good is the library?

We must collect, but we also need to organize,
preserve and make what we have in the library
readily known and accessible.

We can be proud that through decades of hard
work and dedication, we have built very noticeable
and unique collections in the library. But if these
unique collections are inaccessible to library users,
there is no need to invest so much staff time and
effort and institutional commitment to develop
these unique collections in the first place.

It is very important that we librarians change
our traditionally conservative mind-set to protect
the library’s treasures behind closed doors.

On the contrary, we librarians have the profes-
sional duty and obligation to make these rare mate-
rials known and accessible to scholars and
researchers. If we do not have this service—oriented
mentality and attitude, we are not doing our job as
librarians.

I am pleased to report that we at the Harvard—
Yenching Library have undertaken a number of digi-

tization projects in recent years with the goal of

making our special collections broadly known and
available to scholars worldwide and at no charge.

We have digitized more than 5,000 photographs
in the Hedda Morrison Collection and close to 1,000
photographs in the Pickens Collection in an effort
to make them available online.

We are finishing a three—year cooperative digi-
tization project with the National Library of Korea
to digitize 469 titles in nearly 1,000 manuscript
editions of Korean rare books in the Harvard-
Yenching Library to make them available online to
scholars from around the world.

We have completed a three—year cooperative
digitization project with Princeton University, the
Library of Congress, and the Academic Sinica of
Taiwan that includes 273 Chinese rare books in the
Harvard—-Yenching Library.

Last month, we concluded an agreement with
the National Library of China for a six-year (2010-
2015) cooperative project to digitize all of the
Chinese rare books in the Harvard—-Yenching Library
(4,100 titles in 52,000 volumes). After digitization,
all of the Chinese rare books at Harvard will be
available online to scholars worldwide and totally
free of charge.

The goal and motivation of these efforts is the
desire to share Harvard’s renowned library
resources with scholars in the world. Why? Because
we at Harvard strongly believe that these cultural
heritages are not the cultural property of Harvard
alone; they should belong to the community of
scholars worldwide.

Library staff development programs: A library
can only be as good as the people who work in it.

The quality, professionalism, dedication, and
drive of the library staff will directly influence what
kind of place the library is.

Scholars and researchers in the academy are
challenged constantly so that they can produce
cutting edge scholarship. By the same token, I
strongly believe that library staff should be chal-
lenged at all times so that they can produce quality
library work and services.

Whether one is a library administrator, a mid
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—level department head, a subject bibliographer
responsible for collection development, a cataloger,
a reference and public service librarian, a circula-
tion assistant, or a door checker, one needs to learn
all the time and to be up-to—date with the latest
developments in the library world so that one can
be positioned to face the demands of the job, which
is also constantly evolving.

These days, no one can even work in a library
if he does not have some command of a computer.

The tools for librarians are always changing.
How to navigate among a maze of the information
networks and databases and lead patrons to the
right resources will require the reference and public
services staff to be trained in the latest technolo-
gies.

How to acquire the right materials for the
library collections and be able to answer in—depth
inquires from scholars and researchers will require
the subject bibliographers and the reference staff to
keep up in their fields of specializations.

How to run the library efficiently, to lead by
example, and to provide leadership and vision of
what the library can accomplish will require depart-
ment heads and library administrators to keep up
with their knowledge and skills of their chosen
profession.

If a library has a team of dedicated profes-
sionals, you can be confident that the library is in
good hands.

I am strongly convinced that staff develop-
ment programs at all levels are the best investments

that a library can, and should, make.

Library technologies: First of all, we should
recognize that library technologies are tools, the
means to an end and not the end itself.

Every library has competing priorities and
demands. Some libraries pay a lot of attention to
the application of the latest library technologies.
Some libraries pay more attention to collection
development programs while others are more
serious in their investments in their staff.

I do not think that there is a formula for us to
use in this area. A library is mainly driven by local
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circumstances and local needs, but a proper balance
among competing demands is a wise decision.

Some of you may ask if the library will soon
become paperless, a so-called “ library without
walls.”

With the advancement of library technologies
in the past two decades and the appearance of
digital resources and capabilities, the concept of a
library without walls is already here.

But personally I do not believe that libraries
will become entirely paperless in the near future.

And I do not think there is a need for libraries
to become so.

Print collections and electronic or digital
resources will co—exist in a library for quite some
time to come.

Google made big headlines a few years ago by
digitizing the library collections of the world’s
leading research libraries, including Harvard.

I understand that Google has come to Japan
and will work with Keio University Library in the
Google Books Project. And the National Diet Library
is digitizing most of the Japanese titles published in
the Meiji period.

But I personally am not sanguine enough to
believe that future libraries will completely be elec-

tronic or digital.

Publications and conference programs: In my
mind, a library that has a good collection and
provides excellent services qualifies to be a good
research library. But I also believe that a good
research library should have an active publications
program and a conference program. Let me explain.
A good research library should be a dynamic place
with an inviting environment for the promotion of
scholarship. An active publications program gives
the library staff an avenue to publish their research
results, especially those that are based upon their
library collections. A good research library should
also sponsor an active conference program where
library staff and scholars can meet to exchange
ideas and learn from each other. These programs
create a dynamic and nourishing environment in

the library.
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I might take a few minutes to introduce to you
the publications programs of the Harvard-Yenching
Library: (1) The Harvard-Yenching Library Biblio-
graphical Series, which includes bibliographies,
indexes, and scholarly work that is bibliographical
in nature prepared by library staff or researchers.
(2) The Harvard-Yenching Library Studies Series,
which includes scholarly publications by library staff
or scholars, especially those which are based upon
the use of the Library’s collections; and (3) The
Harvard-Yenching Library Reprint Series, which
includes reprints of the Library’s unique collections
such as rare books, out—of-print titles, and other
hard-to—find titles.

When we celebrated out 75th Anniversary in
2003, the Harvard-Yenching Library sponsored a
conference entitled: “Books in Numbers” and an
exhibition catalogue highlighting our special collec-
tions was published by the Chinese University Press
of Hong Kong. The conference papers were
published by the Chinese University Press of Hong
Kong in 2007. Last year, the Harvard-Yenching
Library celebrated its 80th Anniversary by spon-
soring the “Alfred Kaiming Chiu Memorial Sympo-
sium” on the use of the various rare book collec-
tions in the Library. Similar seminars and confer-
ences are being planned in the future, supported by
the income generated by the Dr. Kaiming Chiu
Memorial Fund in the Harvard-Yenching Library.

Harvard is a private university with a long
history and marvelous library collections. Like many
of the library units on campus, the library collec-
tions of the Harvard-Yenching Library are open not
only to Harvard faculty, students, and staff but to
scholars and researchers from other institutions in
the world. Many scholars from Kansai University
have visited Harvard before; some are doing
research at Harvard as we speak. The Harvard—
Yenching Library has established many exchange
programs with the major libraries in China, Japan,
and Korea. I hope that Kansai University Library
will become our new partner in this regard. We
welcome you to come to visit us at Cambridge, and
to use the library resources at the Harvard-

Yenching Library and other library units at Harvard.

Thank you. Now I would be happy to take your
questions.
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