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Abstract: 

 
Special collections are traditionally restricted places. To be true custodians of these treasure troves 

means—however—not only safekeeping them but also opening them up to various segments of society. 

In recent years the Smithsonian Libraries has developed many new ways that unlock its special 

collections. 

Besides the regular academic researchers we are now recruiting undergraduates as well to do their 

course projects in our special collections. Every year we host a large group of area high school history 

teachers to view our unique primary sources and implement them in their curriculum. Whole high 

school classes come regularly with their teacher who lectures over original rare books. The numerous 

tours and presentations that bring out the books from the stacks, support continuing education to any 

age group. In our gallery exhibitions we “show off” the most prized items of the library materials. We 

also organize a lecture series and other special programs related to our special collections. These 

events are accompanied by media and social media campaigns, as well as printed and online 

publications, and creation of commercial merchandise fitting the themes.  

Digitization of the collection materials is one of the greatest way to unbolt and promote special 

collections. Our ongoing mostly access-oriented digitization projects make the Smithsonian Libraries 

special collections available on various online platforms, anywhere in the world. Routine social media 

coverage unseal conventionally constricted special collections in an unimaginable extant.  

The Smithsonian Libraries is assertively promoting its special collections in all the above genres, and 

the result is not only more visitors in loco, but an enormous presence on the internet as well; all in all 

a vastly expanding circle of friends and users of our special collections in the Smithsonian Libraries. 
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Introduction 

Special collections are traditionally restricted places. The valuable materials—rare books, 

manuscripts, maps, or prints—are securely guarded. Their use is strictly regulated and kept at 

a minimum. Many special collections, therefore, are hidden and somewhat closed to the public. 

Is this the necessary and best way to manage and operate special collections in today’s 

environment? I would strongly advocate, ‘no.’ To be true custodians of these treasure troves 

means not only safeguarding them but also opening them up to more and more people from 

diverse segments of society. 
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In order to do this, we need to rethink what the primary function of special collections is. Is it 

preservation or access? Are we to simply make sure that after the rare and often unique items 

have survived several centuries they have the chance to survive several more in the future as 

well, or are we to ensure that they serve a meaningful purpose in the present? There must be a 

keen balance kept between these two priorities. Access is paramount. Therefore appropriate 

preservation and security steps must be taken to ensure continued long term access. 

 

In recent years the Smithsonian Libraries has developed new ways to unlock its special 

collections and find avenues to either bring in wider than usual audiences, or actively “turn the 

place inside out” showing as much of it virtually and physically to the outside world as possible. 

 

Opening “physical doors” 

The most familiar audience, for whom doors of special collections have traditionally always 

been open, are academic researchers, pre- and post-doctoral fellows. Their presence is naturally 

accepted and encouraged even in the most restricted historical libraries. They will remain our 

main audience in the future as well ensured by the Smithsonian Libraries’ ongoing Resident 

Scholar Programs. 

 

Figure 1. Resident Scholars in the Dibner Library reading room (Photo by the author) 

 

 

 
 

 

 

However, in addition to these regular researchers, the Smithsonian Libraries is now recruiting 

undergraduates too, encouraging them to do their individual course projects in the special 

collections. When the students come with their professors on field trips, we not only show them 

interesting educational items, but also invite them to come back. And they do return. Thus, 

college class tours evolve into repeat research visits, and resources of special collections 

become parts of various undergraduate curricula. 
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Figure 2. Visit of undergraduate students (Photo by Casey Smith) 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Individual undergraduate research (Photo by the author) 

 

 
 

 

In order to attract even younger audiences, we recently have been reaching out also to high 

schools and elementary schools. Every year we host a group of Washington D.C. area high 

school history teachers who visit to view and hear about the primary sources of the Dibner 

Library of the History of Science and Technology for implementation in their lesson plans. 
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Figure 4. Washington D.C. area high school history teachers (Photo by Naomi Coquillon) 

 

 
 

As a result, whole high school classes come regularly to “take over” the reading room and have 

their teacher lecture over original rare books that we lay out on display for them. Most of these 

young people experience looking closely at several hundred-year-old books for the first time 

in their lives, and—where condition allows—they can even turn a few pages very carefully. 

 

Finally, for the younger generations, National History Day, a nation-wide history competition, 

draws even elementary school students to visit and conduct research for their often surprisingly 

advanced projects. What? Elementary school students studying in a rare book library? Yes, 

definitely, and naturally with parental escort. I spent one of my most rewarding two hours with 

this 7th grader aiding her with her Copernicus project. 

 

Figure 5. A 7th grader researching in the Dibner Library (Photo: Mrs. Ravichandra) 

 

 
 

 

Our two main special book collections in the Smithsonian, the Dibner Library of the History 

of Science and Technology and the Joseph F. Cullman III Library, specializing in natural 

history, give over 100 tours and presentations annually. These events—just like the school-

oriented visits— also bring out the rare books and manuscripts from the stacks to be exhibited 

in the reading rooms, and provide continuing education for visitors of any age group. Seeing 
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the “real thing” has a great impact on the audience at all times. Historical objects—as we all 

know—have their own “magical power,” as the strengthening interest in material culture has 

also been proving this during recent decades. And it is not absolutely necessary to have a 

specialized exhibition area for these displays! Presenting the items in proper book supports on 

table tops offers a more intimate experience with the books, as it allows closer observation. 

This is much better than viewing them under glass! 

 

Figure 6. “Peep show” book (Photos by Richard Naples) 

 

 

   

 

Figure 7. Table-top display (Photo by the author) 
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In more infrequent special tours—for groups of less than seven people—we take the visitors in 

the closed stacks area, into the vault. Naturally, constant supervision is indispensable in this 

situation, and there must be at least two staff members monitoring the group. Nobody can get 

out of the sight of the tour leaders. As another basic security measure, both the vault and the 

reading rooms are equipped with 360 degree cameras turned on at all times. Despite the strict 

rules, the guests of these special behind-the-scenes tours are extremely appreciative. Often it 

appears that the mere fact of being in the vault has a greater effect on people than actually 

seeing the treasures. The best of both worlds in these cases is when we can show selected items 

while we are touring the vault. 

 

Figure 8. Journal des Scavans shown in the vault  (Photos by Jon Goell) 

 

 
 

The tours and presentations have a significant role in the fundraising efforts of our library 

system. Special collections are the crown jewels of any library, visiting them is a most 

captivating experience for the audiences who are considering supporting the institution. Seeing 

the splendid originals and learning about them, and even small things like noticing the 

unmistakable scent of rare books, can easily and deeply inspire people—interested in history 

and culture—to become benefactors of the library. 

 

Earlier we stated that it is not absolutely necessary to have a specialized exhibition area to 

display special collections’ materials. Nevertheless, a special collections department can 

greatly benefit from the fact if it has its separate exhibition gallery or houses closed exhibit 

cases in its public areas. These allow exposure to the most prized items of the library within 

more secure circumstances (under glass), in a different style and genre. 

 

We have to take into consideration, however, that mounting gallery exhibitions requires a much 

longer process than preparing reading room displays. The entire progression: collection of 

ideas, the proposal, planning, the selection of the items, writing the script and the captions, 
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creating the design and actually (physically) mounting the exhibit—in most cases—takes two 

years for several people in our gallery spaces. Working in collaboration with museum 

departments or other units of the Smithsonian Institution has proven to make this work less 

burdensome, since these colleagues create exhibitions as their main professional activity, while 

for us librarians, these projects are additional, not primary, everyday tasks. The Smithsonian 

Libraries’ present gallery exhibition is the result of such a cooperation between the Libraries 

and the Smithsonian Gardens. A true book exhibit, but enriched with gardening tools and 

objects, Cultivating America’s Gardens received thousands of visitors and much favorable 

feedback, including four newspaper and magazine articles, one being a full page in the 

Washington Post. 

  

Figure 9. Smithsonian Libraries Gallery (Photo by Susan Frampton) 

 

 
 

 

Besides open classes, tours, presentations, reading room displays and exhibitions, we invite 

growing audiences to experience our special collections in a lecture series and other special 

programs as well. The Dibner Library Lecture Series offers an annual talk in the field of the 

history of sciences presented by a seasoned and well-known scholar who recently wrote on 

topics that constitute the collection areas of the Dibner Library. We publish these lectures 

online and also in printed format, and the printed booklets—that we give out to guests gratis—

serve as high quality promotional pieces for the Libraries. 

 

Other exclusive events organized by our special collections can be open houses, workshops, 

exhibition openings, etc. and they are accompanied by media and social media campaigns, as 

well as various publications, and creation of commercial merchandise (tee-shirts, pens, pencils, 

book marks, brochures, etc.) fitting the themes. 

 

Opening doors digitally 

Systematic digitization of collection materials is one of the greatest way to unbolt and promote 

special collections.  
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Figure 10. Digitization at the Smithsonian Libraries (Photo by Smithsonian Libraries) 

 

 
 

Our ongoing, mostly access-oriented digitization projects (some conducted in-house, some in 

collaboration with other institutions or commercial publishers) make the Smithsonian Libraries 

special collections available on various online platforms worldwide. The most significant of 

these projects initiated by the Smithsonian Libraries in 2006 is the Biodiversity Heritage 

Library. “The Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL) is a consortium of […] natural history and 

botanical libraries [18 members and 18 affiliates worldwide] that co-operate to digitise and 

make accessible the legacy literature of biodiversity held in their collections […] to support the 

work of scientists, researchers and students in their home institutions and throughout the 

world.” (http://biodivlib.wikispaces.com/About) 

 

A similar endeavor, the Cultural Heritage Library (CHL), is making available digitally 

materials in the physical sciences and the legacy literature of the humanities in the Smithsonian. 

Besides these two major projects with a very broad scope, we have been digitizing smaller 

selections too. Primarily unique collections are chosen for these less extensive projects, for 

example manuscripts or exceptionally rich collections in certain subject areas, such as our 

scanned portrait collection, Scientific Identity, or the Smithsonian Libraries’ World’s Fairs 

Collection. The latter project was carried out in collaboration with the commercial publisher, 

Gale Cengage Publishers, and created a versatile platform in the subject of international 

expositions for scholars and educators. 

 

Routine, or rather continuous, social media coverage unseals conventionally constrained 

special collections to an unimaginable extant. The audience for it is vast and ever growing, and 

the speed by which it conveys information is unprecedented by any other genre or surrogate. 

Facebook presence, simple Twitter feeds, Tumblr activity, Instagram, Facebook Live, and the 

like can provide extremely broad and fast exposure, and so do the more elaborate blog entries 

and YouTube videos about events, services, and holdings. Animated GIFs featuring collection 

items are especially popular, as they often represent a whimsical cross section of the old content 

and the modern technology. 

 

 

http://biodivlib.wikispaces.com/About
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Special collections materials are strongly visual, thus they naturally feed the pictorial world of 

social media, which should be accepted as an ally and not feared as some unfriendly adversary. 

 

Harkening back to the topic of exhibitions, we have to point out that providing digital versions 

of exhibits is almost inevitable nowadays. These can be more extensive and more elaborate 

than the physical exhibits and can be complete with a digital library making all displayed books 

available online. And, of course, independent digital exhibitions (without a physical 

counterpart) are often created, and can be beneficial especially for special collections with no 

physical display capacity. 

 

It is a difficult issue to involve outside audiences in the preservation and acquisition activities 

of special collections. How do we open these doors? One successful way the Smithsonian 

Libraries devised for these purposes is its Adopt-a-Book Program. This program offers 

opportunities for supporters of the Libraries to choose books for “adoption,” namely to donate 

money for the preservation of the chosen item, or for the further development of the collections 

based on the value of an already held and chosen book. The emotional charge related to the 

word ‘adoption’ greatly inspires people and they enjoy contributing to the goals of the program. 

Receiving a certificate and especially a digital and paper bookplate that stay with the book and 

its catalog record indefinitely created an “even exchange” between the Libraries and the 

donors, so far. During the 8 years of the program we had 347 book adoptions and raised 

$183,000. Adopt-a-Book is a primarily online program but we organize an annual fair under 

its aegis as well. 

 

Summary 

The Smithsonian Libraries is assertively promoting its special collections in all the above ways, 

and the result of these avenues is not only more visitors in loco, but a significant presence on 

the internet as well. Thus, we are building an all in all an expanding circle of friends and users 

of our special collections worldwide. 

 

 

 
 

 


