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A repository of Canadian Studies books, journals, and pamphlets
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“Books do not merely recount history; they make it”
R. Darnton, “What is the history of books?” Daedalus 111.3 (1982) 81

“The ways in which books are made, owned, written in, 
mutilated, and bound all add something to the documentary 
heritage which is central to the record of human civilization.”
D. Pearson, Books as History: the importance of books beyond their texts (2012) 4-5

Book History, or books as historical evidence
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T. R. Adams and N. Barker, “A New Model for the Study of the Book” in: A Potencie of 
Life: books in society (1993)
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What are Rare Books and Special Collections?

- Age alone does not make a book special or rare
- Rarity depends on the importance of the text, physical characteristics, condition 

of the book, demand, provenance, signatures, inscriptions, marginal annotations

How do rare and special books come to reside at Queen's?
- Gifts-in-kind; donation offers are considered first by a librarian/curator for 

suitability/relevance
- Endowed funds; monetary investable assets which can be spent consistent with 

the wishes of the donor
- Increased scarcity and monetary value over time; some books become rare 

over time and are transferred out of circulating collections
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The Many Lives of Robertson Davies

Family, Student at Queen’s University and Oxford, Theatre-goer, Music-lover, Critic, Wordsmith, Actor, 
Playwright, Director, Journalist, Editor, Reviewer, Novelist, Essayist, Founding Master of Massey College, 

Book Collector…
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The Many Lives of Robertson Davies

Family, Student at Queen’s University and Oxford, Theatre-goer, Music-lover, Critic, Wordsmith, Actor, 
Playwright, Director, Journalist, Editor, Reviewer, Novelist, Essayist, Founding Master of Massey College, 

Book Collector…
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Robertson Davies Collection

Davies bookplate, with motto in Welsh (“Listen-Man-and-Heart”) First editions, the Salterton trilogy
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Identifying material related to Robertson Davies at Queen’s

• Finding aid on QUL website

• Library catalogue (Omni): search 
“Robertson Davies” limit location to ‘W.D. 
Jordan Library’

• “Harlequinades” online exhibition on QUL 
website

• Davies’ writing in the Queen’s Journal is 
searchable via the QUL collection on 
Internet Archive
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Robertson Davies material elsewhere

• Robertson Davies papers – Thomas Fisher 
Rare Book Library, University of Toronto

• Robertson Davies fonds – Library and 
Archives Canada

• Robertson Davies collection – McMaster 
University Archives
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Library catalogue record

Retrieval slip

• Note the call number or take an image
• Finding aids
• Request online
• https://library.queensu.ca/ 
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Thank you!

jordan.library@queensu.ca
613-533-2839
social media:

• Clean, dry hands
• Pencils only
• Turn the pages mindfully

• Leave the books on the cradles
• Be curious
• Take photos!



Can a book and/or printed material be a primary source?

Primary source: a first-hand record of an event or topic created by a participant in 
or a witness to that event or topic. Records created or written closest to the time 
of the actual event are the most useful sources.

Secondary source: second-hand information written or created after an event by 
people who were not at the original event.
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Books as primary source materials, the book as artifact, books as history

Consider:
- Substance (size; parchment vs. paper; binding materials)
- Content (the text – is it readable?; illustrations – relation to subject matter?; 

evidence of readership – marginalia, inscriptions?)
- Form (condition; columns of text; size of margins, stylistic choices)

Also consider:
- Sense (how do sensory observations affect your experience?)
- Think (how do the book’s features relate to how it conveys information?)
- Feel (your subjective response; what can you infer from the book?)
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Asking Questions

Guiding Question: simple, often with a yes/no answer. It often starts from the stem of who, what, when, 
how, where, or why. It always ends with an answer. We can usually answer a guiding question by looking 
at one source. Sometimes called “closed” or “thin” question.

Essential Question: makes us think more. We will have to search for the answer and may have to analyze 
several sources to craft a response. The answer will require at least one full sentence and often more to 
fully explain. A yes/no answer will not suffice. Sometimes called “open” or “thick” question.


