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Abstract
The founding of the Boston Public Library in 1848 marked a pivotal moment in American library history, ushering in a new era of accessible and inclusive access to knowledge. This paper explores the multifaceted narrative behind the library's establishment, delving into the intertwined motivations of its founders, the influential Boston Brahmins. While driven by a desire for social cohesion and cultural dominance, the Brahmins inadvertently championed the democratization of knowledge, paving the way for the proliferation of public libraries nationwide. Through a blend of historical analysis and architectural examination, this study demonstrates the complex interplay between elite interests, societal dynamics, and the evolving needs of diverse communities. The founding of the Boston Public Library is a tale of dual motivations; it is both a push for innovation and progress but also one of power dynamics and societal aspirations.
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Pages of Influence: Boston Brahmins and the Founding of the Boston Public Library
The Boston Public Library was founded in 1848. Although, it was not until March 20, 1854, that it officially became a free public library in the United States. Initially, the collection was housed at city hall before being moved to several rooms of a former schoolhouse on Mason Street. However, it quickly became evident that repurposed space was inadequate for the growing collection. Its initial success prompted the purpose-built library building on Boylston Street, which opened in 1858 to meet the growing demand for its services and expanding collections. The relocation to Copley Square in 1895 was the final and most iconic location. Its evolution from a modest beginning to an iconic institution in Copley Square mirrors not only the growth of the city but also the changing sociocultural landscape of the 19th century. Its founding was a pivotal moment in American library history. Its establishment was a radical departure from the exclusivity of private collections and subscription libraries towards a more inclusive model, where access was no longer the privilege of the elite but the right of every citizen in Massachusetts. This transition, nonetheless, was not devoid of complexity. 
Situated in a city renowned for its rich history, the Boston Public Library is a legacy of this 19th century sociocultural landscape, particularly the complex interplay between culture, social dynamics, and the pursuit of knowledge. However, behind the aspirations of expanded access, a more nuanced history emerges. The establishment of the library was not solely driven by altruism; rather, it was influenced by the social interests of the city’s elite. Significantly influenced by the Boston Brahmin, it reflected their commitment to self-education but, also their aspirations for social cohesion and cultural dominance. Alongside the desire to expand access, a parallel aim existed to wield the library as a tool for maintaining control. The founding of the Boston Public Library is a tale of dual motivations; it is both a push for innovation and progress but also one of power dynamics and societal aspirations.
Central to understanding the founding of the Boston Public Library are the sociocultural factors that shaped its inception. Questions arise regarding the influences that propelled its establishment and the societal forces at play during this transformative period. Therefore, this study seeks to explore: What sociocultural factors influenced the establishment of the Boston Public Library? 
How did the founding of the Boston Public Library impact or shape the local community? How did the local community shape the founding of the Boston Public Library? How did the architectural design of the Boston Public Library influence community interaction, impressions, or perceptions of the library's accessibility? Was this a motivation for the design?
Boston Brahmins, Industrialization, and Immigration 
The Boston Brahmins, a prominent social class in Boston during the 19th century, had become wealthy in the 18th century through commerce. These families were distinguished not only by their wealth but also by their values, social practices, and influence on American society and culture. They formulated a set of beliefs that constituted a personal ethic. Goodman (1966) states they viewed themselves as stewards of wealth, using their fortunes to promote public good, support the arts, and engage in philanthropy, thereby aligning personal success with broader societal benefits. These families, often of English Protestant ancestry, influenced the city's development, including founding educational and cultural institutions.
By the early 19th century, the Brahmins had diversified their interests from commerce to financial, transportation, and industrial enterprises, transforming the New England economy (Goodman, 1966). Initially, they encouraged industrialization and welcomed immigration, seeing it as beneficial to their expanding industries. They also sought to balance industry with cultural and philanthropic activities, guided by a commitment to uphold New England society's cultural and moral integrity (Goodman, 1966). Their economic status allowed the Brahmins to influence politics and social reform. Many Brahmins were actively involved in political affairs, advocating for policies that aligned with their values of social responsibility and progress (Harris, 1974). Their support for causes such as abolitionism, women's rights, and temperance reflected their broader commitment to advancing societal well-being and moral integrity (Harris, 1976).
The financial stability provided by industry allowed them to establish and maintain educational institutions as well. As patrons of learning and advocates for pursuits, they made notable contributions to the support of prestigious institutions like Harvard University. Their dedication to education and knowledge was integral to their identity and societal role. They believed that the cultivation of the mind was essential for personal development and community advancement (Goodman, 1966). This commitment fostered a culture of intellectualism and contributed to New England as a center for academic excellence (Buchanan, 1962).
In addition to their support for established institutions of higher education, the Brahmins' dedication to education also manifested through the common school movement, which emerged alongside the arrival of Irish immigrants in the 1830s. Motivated by their belief in the importance of education, this movement aimed to establish a system of publicly funded, universally accessible schools (Osgood, 1997). These schools aimed to provide a basic education to all children, regardless of their social or economic background, further reflecting the Brahmins' commitment to community welfare. Harris (1999) points out that despite the Brahmins' significant influence, they could not have established public schools and libraries without some degree of approval from the wider populace. Societal changes, such as expanding voting rights and industrialization, played a significant role in emphasizing the importance of public education and libraries for self-improvement (Borden, 1931). Education was seen as crucial for democracy and was integral to the working class's pursuit of political power and economic prosperity (Harris, 1999).
For the Brahmins, the common school movement was not merely about education; it was also about social control and cultural preservation. By promoting a standardized curriculum and values consistent with their own, the Brahmins sought to ensure that the children of immigrants and lower-class families would be assimilated into their vision of American society. Through the establishment of a system of public education, they aimed to maintain their influence over the intellectual and moral development of future generations, thus perpetuating their social dominance (Goodman, 1997). This dual purpose of the common school movement underscores the multifaceted nature of the Brahmins' approach to shaping New England society.
Library Precedents and Boston Examples
The Brahmin’s educational pursuits extended beyond the classroom, prompting the establishment of cultural institutions that also served intellectual needs. Their initiatives were inspired by national examples such as the Philadelphia Library Company. Modeled after this influential institution, the Boston Library Society, established in 1794, and the Boston Athenaeum, founded in 1807, emerged as critical cultural hubs. Operating on a subscription-based model, these institutions catered primarily to affluent individuals and scholars within the community (Buchanan, 1962). Access was restricted to members who paid membership or subscription fees, limiting the reach of these resources to a privileged few who could afford the cost.
Many subscription libraries suffered from economic downturns and the loss of members to financially support the library (Harris, 1999). The Boston Athenaeum, on the other hand, developed with the rise of Brahmin’s wealth and cultural influence and became one of the wealthiest private libraries in the United States (Story, 1975). Despite their exclusivity, subscription libraries like the Boston Athenaeum laid the groundwork for a public library accessible to a broader population. The Trustee’s Report of 1852 also notes other library precedents: 
 For we have respectable libraries of almost every class, beginning with those of the Athenaeum, of the American Academy, of the Historical Society, and of the General Court,-- the Social Library of 1792, the Mercantile Library, the Mechanics Apprentices’ Library, the libraries of the Natural History Society, of the Bar of the Statistical Association, of the Genealogical Society, of the Medical Society, and of other collective and corporate bodies; and coming down to the “Circulating Libraries” strictly so called; the Sunday school Libraries, and the collections of children’s books found occasionally in our Primary Schools (Boston Public Library, 1852, p. 14).
The Trustees recognized the communities served by these libraries. Nevertheless, they also understood that the accompanying restrictions limited access and further justified the establishment of a public institution that catered to the entire population. 
Founding of the Boston Public Library
The Boston Public Library, conceived to serve the wider public, was brought into existence through the efforts of a select group. George Ticknor and Edward Everett, key figures in crafting the Trustees Report, played a crucial role in shaping the vision for this public institution. Financial support from Joshua Bates of the London banking house Baring Brothers was essential for its establishment (Weigand, 2015). They and other influential Brahmins played a crucial role in bringing the library to fruition through donations. However, the concept of a public institution accessible to all, regardless of social or economic status, was first championed by French cultural diplomat Alexandre Vattemare.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]The library began with Vattemare's vision of a public cultural institution to bring together the "literary and scientific societies in the city" (Carpenter, 1895, p. 737). He envisioned a “great institute which should include not only a library of books, to be free to all, but also an art gallery to be equally accessible” (p.737). After a decade of planning and refining, Vattemare's vision, initially centered around a public library, was finally completed. This achievement was marked by establishing a dedicated building to house the collection, marking a significant milestone in the library's history. It would take several more decades before his expanded vision, including an art gallery, came to life at the Copley Square location.
Vattemare played a crucial role in facilitating the exchange of books and cultural materials between Paris and Boston. His advocacy led to the donation of thousands of books, forming the library's initial core collection (Carpenter, 1895). This collection, initially held at City Hall, then in a building on Mason Street, marked the beginning of the Boston Public Library's journey towards becoming one of the largest public library systems in the United States. 
	The library quickly outgrew the Mason Street space, as private financial and collection donations were received from some of Boston’s elite families – Quincy, Appleton, and Bigelow (Fitcher, 2002; Carpenter, 1895). Among the most notable private donations was Joshua Bates’s. Bates's generous donation of $50,000 in 1852 marked the launch of the Boston Public Library. Bates wrote: 
The only condition that I ask is that the building shall be such an ornament to the City, that there shall be room for one hundred to one hundred and fifty persons to sit at reading-tables,- that it shall be perfectly free to all, with no other restrictions than may be necessary for the preservation of the books (1852, as cited in Whitehall, 1956, pp. 34-35). 
Although the donation was not directly intended for the construction of the Boylston Street building, Whitehill notes that “it was the immediate response of Joshua Bates to the 1852 Trustees’ Report that inspired the City of Boston to spend far greater sums of the public money to bring Ticknor’s and Everett’s dream into being” (1955, p. 66). 
Bates learned of the plans to implement a public library after receiving a copy of the Trustee’s Report (Boston Public Library, 1852). Bates's personal journey laid the foundation for his passionate advocacy for the public library. He envisioned the public library as a crucial institution for civic improvement. Born in Weymouth, Massachusetts, Bates spent his childhood in poverty, finding solace and education in books he read at a local bookstore. His early experiences instilled in him a belief in the transformative power of access to books, especially for the youth and impoverished who, like himself, sought self-improvement through reading (Fitcher, 2002). His fervent belief in the power of literacy to uplift individuals and communities fueled his dedication to the cause (Whitehill, 1955). Bates's narrative converged with the report's broader vision, the profound impact a public library could have on an individual’s life.
Trustees Report of 1852
The Trustee’s Report (1852), published two years before the library opened to the public, is primarily attributed to George Ticknor and Edward Everett. Ticknor and Everett, both prominent Boston intellectuals, were driven by a belief in the transformative power of access to literature and information. Everett was a professor at Harvard and a former governor of Massachusetts. Ticknor, also a Harvard professor and an influential figure in the Boston intellectual community, saw the library as an extension of the public educational system and a resource that could continue education beyond formal schooling (Fitcher, 2002).
The report served as a groundbreaking document, outlining justifications and objectives for establishing a public library. Wiegand (2015) notes that the report “is often referred to as the charter of the American public library movement…The document argued for free admission to all, circulation of books for home use, and the acquisition of reading materials ranging from scholarly to popular” (p. 27). The report delves into the historical evolution of library access, tracing it from exclusive models like subscription libraries to the inclusive mission of the Boston Public Library and the public library as a natural extension of the public education movement. The report also notes that the library would function as a resource for individuals from various professions to access essential literature and information, further empowering them in their respective fields (Boston Public Library, 1852). The report positioned the Boston Public Library as a progressive step for the community and a significant community asset. 
Conversations about ongoing education and community improvement were juxtaposed with discussions on collection development. As trustees on the first board of the Boston Public Library, Ticknor and Everett played crucial roles in its initial organization and stocking. Their report advocated for a library with various classes of books, including those of high value or reference nature that could not be taken out, rarely requested books, popular titles, and periodicals (Boston Public Library, 1852). It also proposed straightforward access to the library with minimal restrictions to ensure it served the educational needs of a broad audience. They emphasized the importance of starting modestly, focusing on collecting books in demand rather than attempting to create a comprehensive collection. While these discussions were framed as democratizing knowledge, Harris states, "the idea was to induce people to pull themselves upward—morally and intellectually—by their bootstraps” (1976, p. 8). Ticknor believed that popular literature would draw them in, but exposure to a broader range of material would eventually refine their taste. Ticknor and Everett were confident that as the library gained public favor, it would expand in size and scope, eventually becoming a crucial component of the city's educational framework. They also believed that patrons initially drawn in by popular literature would eventually refine their tastes and seek out more intellectually stimulating material (Boston Public Library, 1852). Ticknor and Everett believed that by providing the public with a library, they were offering individuals an opportunity to improve themselves. 
James M. Hubbard, cataloger at the Boston Public Library, reflected on the impact and role of the public library in society four decades after the opening of the Boston Public Library in his 1889 article “Are Public Libraries Public Blessings?” Hubbard initiates the discussion by outlining the library's role, as envisioned by the founders, to make literature accessible to all. He also emphasized the library's place in the community alongside schools and churches, both acting as moral and intellectual forces. However, he suggests that by the late 1880s, the public library had strayed from its educational mission, becoming a venue for entertainment. He supports this by citing the high circulation of fiction, which constituted most of the materials circulated. He was especially concerned with the high percentage of fictional children's books. Hubbard credits this to the indiscriminate purchase of inexpensive dime novels, arguing that those of questionable moral value are too accessible. He proposed reforms to ensure libraries fulfill their role as educational institutions within the community. 
Hubbard's criticism of the types of books available reflects the Boston elite’s perceived societal responsibilities of public institutions during that period. Harris argued that the Brahmins saw the library as a means to reinforce their values and promote social improvement, which is supported by Hubbard's critique of the selection of books, especially novels, and their lack of moral standards (Harris, 1974, 1976). Overall, Hubbard's perspectives provide timely insight into Boston's social dynamics.
Hubbard’s perspective also reflects the changing attitudes towards immigration in the community as the century progressed. While the Boston Brahmin had initially actively encouraged industrialization and welcomed immigration, as the century progressed, they started to have reservations as the influx of new arrivals threatened the stability of their society. Jones (2017) contends that the library was initially conceived for the well-mannered, if not already middle-class, patron looking to improve themselves. However, by the end of the 19th century, its user base had transitioned to include newly arriving immigrants. Solomon (1952) traces the transformation of New England from a cultural hub to a region where restrictive immigration policies gained favor towards the end of the 19th century, noting the Civil War as the turning point. Post-war, the Brahmins observed their region's industrial and demographic transformation and a decline in their societal influence and the cultural ideals they held dear. As the century progressed, their view that they no longer shared the same common values was reinforced. They felt an increasing need to assert their influence to maintain their societal standing and preserve what they perceived as the cultural and moral integrity of New England society (Solomon, 1952). So, asserting a stronger message through the construction of the newest library building became more important. 
Architectural and Cultural Significance: Copley Square
In the four decades between the opening of the library at Boylston Street and the new location at Copley Square in 1895, not only did the demographic and the perceived social values of the city change, but also the physical space of the city. Efforts to fill in the marshy Back Bay area had resulted in a new neighborhood, insulated from the rapidly changing portions of the city by a park (Fitcher, 2002, p. 44). The construction of prominent landmarks like Trinity Church, New Old South Church, and the Museum of Fine Arts significantly shaped the cultural and architectural landscape of the Back Bay neighborhood, and the neighborhood became synonymous with the Boston Brahmins (Fitcher, 2002). As the Back Bay area flourished with new construction and iconic landmarks, it became a symbol of the city's cultural and intellectual aspirations. These landmarks, along with the new library building, reinforced the Boston Brahmins' vision of their city as an intellectual and cultural hub, with the Back Bay neighborhood serving as a prime example. 
The decision to move the library to the Copley Square location in the Back Bay neighborhood was not universally welcomed, as highlighted by an unsigned letter to The Boston Globe in 1887. 
Will someone give a good reason for removing the Public Library from its present location to the Back Bay?...Those who have a voice in deciding this matter should remember that the library is for all the citizens of Boston, and not just for a chosen few who live in the aristocratic Back Bay quarter, and who wish to enhance the value of their real estate by beautifying the neighborhood at the expense of the masses (The public library, 1887). 
This letter highlighted the growing tensions between different socio-economic groups and their perceptions of public space and access to cultural institutions. Despite the increasing influence of non-Brahmin groups, such as Irish immigrants, in the city's political sphere, the Brahmins retained tight control over the administration and design of the Boston Public Library. 	
The transition from the Boylston Street library to its new home in Copley Square not only marked a shift in location but also ushered in a profound transformation in architectural ideology. Amidst this backdrop of societal change, the architectural vision for the new library took shape. By the mid-1870s, there was a resurgence of classical architectural styles and a newfound admiration for the Italian Renaissance (Goodman, 1997). This movement went beyond aesthetic preferences in architecture to reflect a deeper desire within American society to align with the grandeur and classical ideals of European civilizations (Wilson, 1983). Embracing the resurgence of classical styles and a reverence for European grandeur, the design by Charles Follen McKim of McKim, Mead & White epitomized the era's architectural aspirations. Blending neo-classical and Renaissance Revival elements, the library's majestic facade became a tangible expression of national identity and cultural ambition. 
The architectural design further exemplified the dual role of the library, expanding access but continuing to serve as a tool for Brahmins to shape cultural hegemony. The inclusion of the motto "Free to All" carved on the library’s facade reflected the expanded access, welcoming all members of society, regardless of background or status. This was contrasted by the neo-classical elements that symbolized ideals of rationality, order, and enlightenment, while the Renaissance Revival influences evoked a sense of cultural revival and renaissance. Fitcher (2002) noted that while the library's motto champions inclusivity and accessibility, its architectural references echoed Brahmin societal ideals. Seeing themselves as the guardians of cultural and intellectual heritage, the Brahmins sought to shape the library patrons according to their vision, emphasizing refinement, education, and social order.
This cultural experience of the library continued as patrons entered, greeted with artistic contributions by renowned artists such as Augustus Saint-Gaudens, Daniel Chester French, and John Singer Sargent. These pieces were not just decorative; they also carried symbolic meanings, representing cultural aspirations and democratic values. Every aspect of the library, from its rooms to its corridors to its reading nooks, was carefully designed to encourage contemplation, personal reflection, and study. As Robinson noted, following the Beaux Arts style, the building layout emphasized the idea of ritualized space (2017, p. 10). The library was not merely a place for storing books but a cultural experience, gradually exposing patrons to various art forms as they explored its spaces. While it could have simply been a functional space, its incorporation of high-style architectural design and notable artworks reinforces its aim to shape society according to the Brahmin's vision of cultural and social ideals.
Conclusion
The founding of the Boston Public Library is a multifaceted narrative, weaving together threads of innovation and progress with power dynamics and societal aspirations. It stands as a testament to the complex interplay between elite interests, social dynamics, and the evolving needs of a diverse community. While the Brahmins championed self-education and innovation, they also sought to wield the library as a tool for maintaining control amidst a shifting demographic landscape fueled by increased immigration. 
While initially perceived as a means to shape sociocultural dynamics and reinforce existing power structures, the founding of the Boston Public Library inadvertently became a symbol of the democratization of knowledge, as the first large public library in the United States and providing unprecedented access to books and resources. While driven by the desire for social cohesion and cultural dominance, George Ticknor and Edward Everett, the visionaries behind the library's inception, left a lasting legacy that extended beyond Boston. Their contributions inspired numerous other cities to establish their public libraries, leading to a significant increase in library construction nationwide. From a mere 100 libraries in 1850 to 4,000 by 1890, each boasting substantial collections (Putnam, 1898). The proliferation of public libraries underscored the enduring influence of the Boston Public Library as a blueprint for public library systems across the country.
The library’s history reminds us that while public institutions promise knowledge democratization and community empowerment, they are also shaped by the interests and agendas of those who establish them. As we reflect on the legacy of the Boston Public Library, we are prompted to consider not only its profound impact on access to information but also the complexities inherent in the intersection of public service, cultural identity, and societal power dynamics.
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