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Special Collections: 
a treasure trove of 
valuables 

Whether you are in search of books with 
hand-written liner notes by Mark Twain, 
enormous leather-bound volumes written 
in Latin or the first folio of The Merchant of 
Venice, the Clarence & Martha Jones Special 
Collections & University Archives, which 
is now located prominently at the top of the 
stairs on the third floor of the Knowledge 
Center, is the place to go.

When Special Collections was housed in the 
Getchell building, not many knew of this trea-
sure trove, as it was tucked away in the recesses 
of the upper level down a long corridor. Signs 
pointed to the door and a gold bust of William 
Shakespeare diligently watched the door’s 
square window, keeping guard over the stock-
ade of rare goods held within the small space.

Visitors to the new home of Special Col-
lections are welcomed by replicas of Lorenzo 
Ghiberti’s 15th century “Gates of Paradise”—
large and magnificent bronze panels depicting 
scenes from the Old Testament, leading into an 
exhibit hall outside the reading room.

Donnie Curtis, head of Special Collec-
tions and the Knowledge Center’s director of 
research collections and services, keeps watch 
over the many rarities held within the walls of 
this section. Most of the materials in Special 
Collections pertain to the history and cultures 
of Nevada and the Great Basin. University 
Archives preserves the history of the Univer-
sity in documents, photographs, books and 
memorabilia. Special Collections also houses 
a renowned collection of 20th century artists’ 
books and hundreds of rare books.

 “We have some really old, beautiful things 
in here,” Curtis says. “To hold those old things 
in your hands is meaningful.”

 However, there is nothing antiquated 
about the new Special Collections section. As 
the Knowledge Center has blended old with 
new, digital with print, Special Collections is 
also flexing its newfound digital prowess. The 
end of the laborious move from the Getchell 
building signals a renewal of efforts to make 
as many of the treasures in Special Collec-

tions as possible available in digital format to 
researchers, history enthusiasts, and students, 
who will have access to local and historical 
content as well as the copyright-free graphic 
materials housed in Special Collections for 
their multimedia projects in the Knowledge 
Center’s high-tech labs. Access to audio and 
video materials is facilitated by private media 
viewing areas set apart from the Special Col-
lections reading room. 

Special Collections uses humidity and tem-
perature controls in its storage areas. A new 
preservation lab will allow on-site repair and 
salvage of damaged books and papers.

Currently, Special Collections is hosting an 
exhibit on the Great Basin Indians, featur-
ing Special Collections books, photographs, 
videos and tools of anthropologists, along with 
baskets from the Department of Anthropology 
Research Museum.

—Josh Culpepper, Class of ’09 (English and 
French), is a Nevada Silver & Blue intern. 

A Washo basket and a photo, circa 1920, of 
Maggie James with her baskets.

A close-up of  the replica of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s 15th century “Gates of Paradise”—large and 
magnificent bronze panels depicting scenes from the Old Testament, at the entrance of Special 
Collections & University Archives.
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A brief history 
of the library 
buildings at 
Nevada
Compiled by Donnelyn Curtis, director of 
library research services, from sources in the 
University Archives.

In 1886, the year that the University of Nevada 
moved from Elko to Reno, the state Legislature 
appropriated the sum of $500 for the purchase 
of books. The Board of Regents’ report states: 
“This will enable the Regents to establish a nu-
cleus for a good reference library of standard 
works in English literature and the arts and 
sciences. The leading magazines and periodical 
devoted to scientific progress and discovery 
will be kept on file for the use of the instructors 
and students. All donations to the library will 
be welcomed and will be duly acknowledged in 
future University Registers.”

When Morrill Hall was completed in 1886, 
a room was dedicated as the library, and 
Hannah K. Clapp was appointed as the first 
librarian. For the first few years, she was also 
listed as professor of history and the English 
language in the school of agriculture. By 1888, 
she was a full-time librarian in charge of a 
small collection that depended on donations 
from “The Friends of the University.” In 1889, 
the library expenditures for the fiscal year were 
a mere $58.65, but some years were better. By 
1894 there were 4,013 bound volumes in the 
library and 265 students at the University. 
In her report for 1896, Clapp laments, “We 
wonder why some of the wealth taken from 
Nevada does not find its way back in donations 
to our Library, where they are so much needed, 
and could be such a source of culture to the 
sons and daughters of the State.” Hanna Clapp 
retired in 1901 at the age of 77. At that time the 

library held 7,300 volumes.
The library became too large for the room 

in Morrill Hall, and the entire basement floor 
was remodeled to accommodate it. That space 
was also soon outgrown. As early as 1900, the 
president asked for a new building, and the re-
quest was repeated regularly, while books had 
to be stored in other buildings. By 1911 there 
were 23,920 volumes. President Stubbs hoped 
to find a wealthy donor to fund a new building 
and increase the collection: “It is perhaps not 
too much to expect that some generous friend 
may be found who will lift the burden from 
the Legislature and give the sum of $250,000 
for a library and administration building.” A 
grandiose plan had been developed, but in the 
end, the University built a new library building 
with $10,000 appropriated by the Legislature.

By 1914, the main library had moved 
into its new “comfortable and commodious 
quarters,” in what is now the Jones Visitor 
Center. Branch libraries were maintained in 
department buildings for mining, chemistry, 
and veterinary science. A mezzanine floor was 
added to the library building in 1920, and was 
expanded in 1924. 

But the growing library quickly ran out of 
space again, when fortunately, William A. 
Clark, Jr. of Butte, Montana and Los Angeles 
presented the University with a gift to build 
a memorial library in memory of his wife, 
Alice McManus Clark, a former native of 
Virginia City. Clark chose his own architect 
for the project, Robert D. Farquhar, who had 
designed Festival Hall for the Panama Pacific 
Exposition in San Francisco in 1915. Clark 
also donated “a gift of completed furnishings.” 
The total cost was about $250,000. The library 
was built to accommodate 1,500 students and 
110,000 volumes, opening for service in the fall 
of 1927 with 42,000 bound volumes. 

The Alice McManus Clark Library was 
spacious and served the University well as a 
library for many years, with some upgrades 
and renovation, until the mid-1950s when 
there was again not enough space. In 1952, a 
group known as the Friends of the University 
of Nevada Library was organized “for the pur-
pose of assisting in bringing to the University 
important library materials which are beyond 
the means of the usual budget.”

In the early 1960s, the Nevada Legislature 

LEFT: Morrill Hall, 1932. RIGHT:  University Library,  ca.1918.
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appropriated $2,679,000 of state funds for a 
new library building. The architectural firm 
Robert E. Anderson and Associates designed 
the building in the “Chinese Modern” style. 
The modular floor plan was designed to be 
flexible, and that has paid off over the 46 years 
the building has been in use, as the nature of 
library services have changed radically during 
that time. The floor area was 91,000 square 
feet, there was shelf space for 400,000 volumes, 
and seating for 1,400. It was designed to have a 
second phase addition.

The groundbreaking was held in Jan. 1960, 
and the building opened for use Feb. 5, 1962. 
Books were moved from Clark Library to 
Getchell Library in a “book brigade,” with 
students, staff and faculty of the University 
carrying armloads of books. A Getchell grand 
opening ceremony was held on June 2, 1962. 
During the first semester of use, student atten-
dance in the library more than doubled.

Inevitably, the University Library outgrew 
its allocated space in Getchell. The planned 
addition was completed in 1977, adding 76,635 
square feet, to make it the largest building 
on campus. Funding came from the state 

($3,075,000), from the University ($550,000), 
and from a federal grant ($117,000). The capac-
ity for books increased to 690,000 volumes. 
The grand opening of the new addition was 
held May 12, 1977.

Branch libraries at Nevada have been 
developed and consolidated through the years. 
The “Agricultural Experiment Station Library” 
was moved to the original Agricultural 
Experiment Station Building, and later moved 
back to the basement of Morrill Hall, where 
it remained until 1958, when an agriculture 
library was included in the Fleischman Agri-
culture Building. That library grew to become 
the Life and Health Sciences Library, housing 
nursing, biology and medical materials, as well 
as agriculture materials. When the School of 
Medicine was built to the north of the campus, 
materials from the Life and Health Sciences 
Library became the basis of the Savitt Medical 
Library. Materials and staff from the Life and 
Health Sciences Library have now been incor-
porated into the Knowledge Center.

The Desert Research Institute library and 
the Savitt Medical library were part of the 
University Libraries at one time, but manage-

ment of those branches was transferred to 
their parent units. Strong branch libraries for 
engineering and mining were brought together 
in 1997 in the remodeled Mackay School of 
Mines Building as the DeLaMare Library. 
The separate Physical Sciences Library in the 
Leifson Building was merged in 2007 into the 
DeLaMare Library, which has now become the 
only branch library that is part of the Univer-
sity Libraries system. 

Since the expansion of Getchell Library, 
the collection has increased in size to serve 
an expanded University. Shelf space was 
increased to the detriment of seating space, 
and the building became very crowded. Some 
of the collections had to be stored off-site, and 
branch library collections were growing, as 
well. The staff has also expanded to meet the 
information needs of today’s University. Infor-
mation technology and library functions were 
beginning to overlap and blur as IT developed, 
and the concept of the Knowledge Center and 
compact storage evolved to provide long-term, 
high-tech space for library materials and 21st 
century information services. ■N

LEFT: Clark Library study area, ca.1950. RIGHT: The “Bookwalk” 1962.




