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Botanical treasures in Glencoe: The Library of the Chicago Botanic Garden

Edward ]. Valauskas

Editor’s note: We welcome this article by Mr.
Valauskas, who is the Manager, Library and Plant
Information Office, Chicago Botanic Garden, and who
will be the featured speaker at the Caxton dinner
meeting, June 14.

he Library of the Massachusetts Horticul-

tural Society was one of the finest
botanical and horticultural librariesin the
world, rivaling collections at both the Royal
Horticultural Society and on the continent. In
1873, William Robinson (1838-1935) aleading
Britishlandscaper described the collection in
this way: “We know of no equally extensive
library in the possession of any English
horticultural society.” At the collection’s apex,
itincluded more than 30,000 volumes, ranging
fromincunabulato contemporary treatises and
popular works, and more than 12,000 volumes
of serials. Its rapid growth was largely due to
the dedication of the Society’s members in the
19* Century, who acquired books, thanks to a
number of funds, endowments, and the efforts
ofastrong Committee on the Library.

In 2002, the Library of the Chicago Botanic
Garden acquired a significant portion of the
collection of the Massachusetts Horticultural
Society: 2,219 volumes of monographs and
another 2,500 periodical titles. Altogether,
these books equaled over 50,000 pounds of
important works in botany, horticulture,
agriculture, and landscape architecture. A
number of books in the collection are unique,
while many are held by only a handful of
libraries. All of the books and journals describe
afascinating relationship between men and
women and the plantkingdom, a relationship
that began to be documented in print over 500
years ago and continues to this day.

The earliest botanists of record were
interested not only in understanding their local

flora, but also in comparing it to plants from
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other places around the world. Botanists were
notsimply plant describers, but plantexplorers.
Theophrastus (d. 287 BCE), the father of
botany, in his De historia plantarum, described
plants not onlyfrom Greece but from through-
out the Mediterranean region. He asked
colleagues to bring back plants on their trips, so
he could ultimately attempt the first classifica-
tion of the floral kingdom. Theophrastus’
description of plants and his style in expanding
his knowledge about plants — by invokinga
social network of colleagues to collect plants

for him — became a model for Medieval and

Renaissance botanists
centuries later. It is not
surprisingthatamong
the earliest books
published in the 15
Century we find several
editions of Theophras-
tus, including the 1883
editio princeps, published
by Bartolomeo Confa-
lonieriin Treviso.

Early Renaissance
botanical collectorsand
physicians were often
affiliated with universi-
ties in Europe. They
understood the educa-
tional and medical value
of their growing
collections of plants.
Ulissi Aldrovandi(1522-
1607) convinced the
government of Bologna
tosupportagardenat
the University, whichin
turn became one model
for medical or pharmacy
gardensatother univer-
sities throughout Europe. Increasingly, some of
the mostimportant physicians on the continent
— such as Rembert Dodoens (1517-1585),
physician to Maximillian ITand RudolfIIin
Viennaand England’s William Turner (d.
1568) — were also the leading botanists of the
day. Dodoens was the first to describe tobacco
and wrote one of the earliest treatises on
garden flowers. Turner, in spite of his on and

off relations with the British court, described
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