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Philadelphia Inquirer visits the Treasure Room
“Those Philadelphia bibliophiles whose hearts are warmed by a contemplation of rare old books, manuscripts and incunabula, might well, on some fine autumnal afternoon, make a reverent, happy pilgrimage from our imaginary Tabard Inn to the Canterbury destination of Princeton University, there to see what is spread forth in glorious array in the so-called Treasure Chamber of the Library.

“Particularly during this year, when in so many parts of the cultivated world the 2000th Vergil anniversary is being celebrated might one linger with peculiar affection over the group of works by that renowned classicist, were it not for the fact that many of the chief treasures of this sort are now on loan to the bimillenium Vergil exhibit in the New York Public Library.

“The collection is one of Princeton’s highest prides, for it surpasses any either in the United States and possibly any other in the world.  There are four fifteenth century manuscripts, also the first printed edition of which only six copies are known.  This was printed in 1469 in Rome by the German printers Sweynheim and Pannartz.  There are also other unique editions of Vergil, such as the only known copy of the first Paris edition, dated 1470, and association copies like those owned by David Garrick, Swinburne and Melanchthon.

“Visual Record of Literature

“These Vergils, however, are only a small part of the Treasure Chamber accumulation., which really provides a condensed version of the entire history of literature, since it embraces specimens ranging from Assyrian and Babylonian baked clay tablets, dating from 4000 to 2500 B.C. of which our own University of Pennsylvania has such as wonderful array, to the latest beautiful volumes from modern presses. Besides these early tablet, there are bits of papyrus, from about 1500 B.C., including one very excellent Book of the Dead, dating from 300 B.C. Of later periods are Ethiopian, Assyrian, Greek and Roman rolls of manuscript.
“Among the manuscripts in book form, the most interesting are those of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, which show the handwriting copied by the early printers when they formed the first type.  There is one leaf of the famous Gutenberg Bible, the first book ever printed from movable type. This dates between 1450 and 1455.  A remarkable palimpsest is made up of vellum of the eighth century, later erased and used again in the fourteenth century. There are very beautifully illuminated choir books, one of the early  sixteenth century, presented to the University by Otto Vollbehr, whose entire enormous collection of incunabula, the largest in the world, including the unique two-volume vellum Gutenberg Bible, the most valuable book known to bibliophiles, has become by purchase the property of the Congressional Library in Washington.

“Shakespeare First Folio

“The most valuable and most prized single volume in this Treasure Chamber is the First Folio of Shakespeare, presented by the estate of the late William Augustus White. This is one of the few perfect copies.  A very impressive set is the four elephant folio volumes of the volumes of the Audubon ‘Birds of America’, beautifully colored by hand, and all in perfect condition. This was presented by Alexander Van Rensselaer, of Philadelphia, a descendant of one of the original subscribers to Audubon’s enterprise, and a graduate of Princeton in the class of 1871. There are many precious books and manuscripts of local interest, such as the Madison family Bible, containing the record of the birth of President Madison and an alumnus; also the account book of Aaron Burr, and other volumes associated with such early Princeton men as Jonathan Edwards and John Witherspoon. Nearby is one of the most complete collections of material relating to Woodrow Wilson, an alumnus and President of the University.
“Audacious Audubon

“The copies of Audubon are probably of greatest concern to the lay reader.  They are of a size known as double folio, permitting life size pictures of many of the larger birds.  The first three volumes contain 100 plates each; the fourth 135.  There is no reading matter, this being supplied by a later volumes, the ‘Ornithological Biography.’  The Princeton set is not of the first edition, but a second or possibly third impression, which, however, did not from the first to any extent.
“Audubon’s first volume was published in 1827, and the last in 1939, the intervening years being occupied by his extensive collecting trips.  Of the original 159 copies, seventy-five are known to be in existence today.  Two were destroyed in the San Francisco earthquake, and others have been broken up for the sale of single plates.  Columbia, Amherst, Harvard and Trinity also have copies in their libraries, and there is on in the Library of Congress, with one plate missing. The Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia also posses an extremely fine set.  Enthusiasm for the life of the great ornithologist was only recently reawakened here by the publication of ‘Audacious Audubon’, written by a young Philadelhian, Edward Muschamp, brother of the well-known musician Stanley Muschamp.  It is generally known that a legend persisted for some time that Audubon was the lost Dauphin of France, son of Louis XVII.  Of course, the bird-lover himself, never made such a claim, nor was there any foundation for the curious supposition.
“Student Collections

“Princeton’s Treasure Chamber is much visited and appreciated by the undergraduates, who readily find enthusiastic leaders in James Thayer Gerould, the librarian and his co-worker, Malcolm Young.    During one-month in each year the Princeton men themselves hold an exhibit in the chamber, displaying their own possessions of manuscripts and rare and valuable books.  It is surprising how widespread among the students is the affection for such enterprises.”
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