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introdUCtion

The Brandeis Library’s Special Collections comprise a rich and varied set of rare 
books and unique manuscripts that spans several centuries—yet as a collection 
they have a comparatively short history. The foundations of Special Collections, 
like the foundations of Brandeis University itself in 1948, were built by people 
who believed in the mission of Brandeis and wanted to see the new enterprise 
succeed and flourish. The collection was built on love of the book, and love of 
the university.

The Brandeis Library now holds thousands of rare books and tens of thou-
sands of linear feet of manuscript collections—the manuscript boxes laid end- to- 
end would stretch further than the length of the Boston Marathon. The rare book 
collection includes incunabula (books printed before 1501) as well as a large num-
ber of first and critical editions, fine press publications, and early printings on 
subjects including American and European Christianity, classical studies, early 
exploration, English and American history and literature, Hebraic and Judaic 
studies, the history of science, Shakespeare, and Leonardo da Vinci. The Spe-
cial Collections department’s manuscripts and visual/photographic collections, 
which date primarily from the thirteenth through the twenty- first centuries, are 
also broad in their topical and geographical scopes; they include archival col-
lections that document American and European political leaders and social re-
formers; the Holocaust, antisemitism, and Jewish resistance to persecution; 
conflicts in the United States and abroad; Jewish- American and émigré writers, 
composers, and performing artists; left- and right- wing movements in the United 
States and Europe; and Jewish feminism, among other subjects.

These collections fuel the work of students, faculty, scholars, and research-
ers at Brandeis and beyond, from first- year students’ explorations to doctoral 
research and faculty publications, from individual creative endeavors to multi- 
institutional digital projects. Where the value of libraries of yore was measured 
by the number of rare and priceless gems kept in the vaults, now the value of a 
library—including a Special Collections library—can be also seen in how it fur-
thers the projects of its community, how it makes those prized jewels available 
in productive ways to feed scholarship across disciplines and around the world.

In a 1972 publication, the members of the Society of Bibliophiles at Brandeis 
University opined: “What a library is to a university, so the bibliophilic section of 
the library is to its whole. The metaphor might be extended to say the relationship 
is also like that of the head to the body or the Sabbath to the rest of the week. To a 
people of the book (Am ha- Sefer) the creation and nourishment of a great library 
becomes a prime obligation. In addition to the usual sources and references, it 
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is recognized that a special body of inspirational material—rare books, manu-
scripts, letters, engravings and memoranda—the essence of the creative spirit 
must be succored in this part to establish the very essence of greatness in the 
whole.” It is precisely this creative spirit that Brandeis Special Collections aims 
to spark and sustain among the many users of its materials worldwide, within the 
vibrant work of the Brandeis Library.

Two groups and many individual donors are to thank for the rich collection 
of materials that now call Brandeis home. The Brandeis National Women’s Com-
mittee, now the Brandeis National Committee, was created in 1948 to establish 
and maintain a library for the newly formed university. The group began with 
eight founders, supporting a library originally housed in a converted horse stable. 
Now, as the Brandeis National Committee, it is the largest “friends of the library” 
group in the world, with more than 20,000 members around the country, who 
have raised more than $140 million for the university. This year, the Brandeis Na-
tional Committee has designated the digitization of selected Special Collections 
materials related to social justice as a focus of their work. This essential support 
will make many rare and unique materials available in a way they have never been 
before, providing a window from the connected world to the reading room in 
Waltham.

The aforementioned Brandeis Bibliophiles, a group of book collectors and 
book lovers whose official charter and charge began in 1961 and lasted until the 
1980s, acquired many wonderful pieces and collections for the university’s col-
lections. Individual donors among them also bestowed some of the collection’s 
high spots, including three Shakespeare folios, rare first editions of English and 
American literature, an extensive collection of Spanish Civil War posters, collec-
tions of rare books on the history of science, and much more, numbering tens of 
thousands of items. These collectors were devoted to creating a foundation for the 
future, “on behalf of generations yet unborn.” As their publication proclaimed 
in 1981: “In the long and noble tradition of bibliophilia some collectors have as-
sembled noteworthy materials primarily to gratify their own interests while others 
have employed their knowledge and expertise to contribute to the future advance-
ment of learning.”

The remarkable collections at Brandeis and those who work with them in 
the name of the advancement of learning have inspired many others to donate 
many fine and unique materials—books, manuscript collections, posters, diaries, 
photographs, letters, publications, sound recordings, and much more—to the 
university. The collections in turn have inspired researchers from around the 
world in their intellectual work.

The descriptions in this book were originally part of the Special Collections 
Spotlight project, which was born in 2007 as an online monthly showcase dis-
playing various collections, pieces within collections, individual books, book col-
lections, artifacts, and other elements of Special Collections that caught each au-
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thor’s interest. The descriptive essays, each accompanied by several images, were 
written by faculty members, graduate students, interns, librarians, archivists, and 
researchers. The chosen collections—usually selected by the authors—spanned 
centuries and continents as well as a wide range of subject matter. As researchers 
and casual explorers alike around the world have turned increasingly to online 
sources of information, the online essays have been significant in drawing atten-
tion to Special Collections at Brandeis as well as to the Brandeis Library itself, 
where researchers can turn for more in- depth information and hands- on study.

Selections are presented here in roughly chronological order. This is to show 
the span and range of the collection and allow each piece to lead to the next by the 
passage of time rather than by subject, since one person’s exploration of Spanish 
Civil War propaganda is another person’s study of twentieth- century public art. 
Archival research does not always depend on looking only where a clear answer 
is expected to be found; it can also be fruitful to look in adjacent neighborhoods 
and hope for happy introductions and chance meetings between subjects.

The items in Brandeis Library’s Special Collections are indeed treasures—
treasures not to be guarded against human view, but to be cherished, preserved, 
used. They are here not to be admired from afar, but to be engaged with, learned 
from, appreciated up close. From Thomas Aquinas to Sophie Tucker, from medi-
eval theology to modern Jewish feminism, from Diderot to Lenny Bruce, these 
ideas and figures and thoughts and messages remain alive through the ways they 
are employed as the basis of new thoughts. Special Collections of the Brandeis 
Library takes rightful pride in its rare and unique collections. We hope that this 
book will provide a window through which readers can enjoy them fruitfully 
as well.
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