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by Kevin Young
Atticus Haygood Professor of Creative Writing and English;  

Curator, Raymond Danowski Poetry Library

Thought to have been the largest poetry library in private hands 
until its arrival at Emory University in 2003, the Raymond Danowski 
Poetry Library, given its sheer breadth, would be impressive on its own. However, when 
one considers that it was largely the effort of a single collector, working without a computer 
database, and developed in the course of twenty-five years, the scale can seem staggering. 
Certainly, the fact that all 75,000 volumes came over from storage in two sea-freight contain-
ers the size of tractor-trailer rigs is indicative of its scope. 
	 Remarkable for its range and depth, the library represents Raymond Danowski’s extraor-
dinary desire to gather every book of poetry published in English—a desire the library largely 
achieved. Its presence here at Emory makes poetry central to campus life and has established 
the University internationally as one of the crucial centers of modern and contemporary 
poetry. The Danowski Poetry Library consists of rare books, chapbooks, little magazines, one-
off journals, limited-edition broadsides, audio recordings, unique manuscripts, and even visual 
art from the United States, Britain, Ireland, Australia, India, Canada, Scotland, and South 
Africa. Ranging from W. H. Auden to Louis Zukofsky, the collection starts both chronologi-
cally and symbolically with a first edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass—arguably the 
first modern book of poetry—printed by the author and published on July 4, 1855. 
	 “I greet you at the start of a great career,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote to a near-
anonymous Whitman. In turn, Whitman used these prophetic words to promote his 
work, in the process creating the world of literature’s first blurb. Many works in the 
Danowski Library are not so bold or auspicious or mature; indeed, many are down-
right ephemeral. Yet whether printed in a beautiful limited edition or by a mimeograph 

machine, whether juvenilia or the mature work of a great poet, whether 
appreciated at the time of publication or only in hindsight, these works 
all have a home in the Danowski Library. Given that many works of 
poetry are not printed in large numbers, the collection contains many 
rare works that would be difficult, if not impossible, to locate today. 
	 Since the arrival of the Danowski Library, staff throughout the 
Woodruff Library have been engaged in the time-consuming work of 
cataloging the full contents of this history-making library. While that 
work continues, this spring Emory mounts the first major exhibition of 
the collection, “ ‘Democratic Vistas’: Exploring the Raymond Danowski 
Poetry Library.” Among the significant materials on view are numerous 
examples of “the book before the book”—books poets either repudiated 
or never reprinted, or books so rare that, for all practical purposes, they 
are unknown to a general readership. The library has books written by 
poets under other names or anonymously; books issued in handwritten 
editions or paid for out of pocket and long out of print; books all but lost 
in a fire or those the poet later wished burned. 
	 Such a selection shows the breadth of the Danowski library, both 
its democratic scope and the range of poets included therein. 

The Danowski Library
 from Private delight to public pleasure:

Remarkable for its range and depth, the  library 

represents Raymond Danowski’s extraordinary 

desire to gather every book  of poetry published 

in English.

[bottom left to bottom right] W. H. Auden’s first book, titled simply Poems, and printed on a small hand press 

by fellow poet Stephen Spender in 1928; Harriet Monroe’s influential little magazine Poetry, established in 

1912; first printing of Allen Ginsberg’s Howl; Wallace Stevens’s Notes toward a Supreme Fiction, printed by 

Cummington Press in 1942; one of Frank O’Hara’s rare publications, Oranges was produced on a mimeograph 

machine and illustrated with an original painting by Grace Hartigan in 1953; and poet Lucille Clifton’s well-

worn copy of Langston Hughes’s first book, The Weary Blues.



As Emory moved into the 1970s, the spontaneity, open expres-

sion, and nonconformist behavior that had come to characterize 

much of the 1960s carried over into the new decade. Student 

protests on campus continued, with the killing of students at 

Kent State University as a focal point. Local issues ranging from 

military recruiting on campus to funding for WEMO, the campus 

radio station, sparked controversy as well. In academic life, stu-

dents began to have more options in meeting course and degree 

requirements. With regard to campus life, dormitory regulations 

became less restrictive, with women students allowed to stay 

out until later hours and to host male guests in their rooms for 

limited periods of time.

	 The cultural life of the campus reflected these trends as well. 

Traditional aspects of the arts endured, with performances by the 

Men’s Glee Club and the Women’s Chorale, and classical music 

continued to come to the campus in the form of visiting artists and 

ensembles. At the same time, campus theater saw the experimental 

staging of new works by dramatists considered part of the counter-

culture of the time. Even the college yearbooks reflected a counter-

culture theme by combining traditional group pictures and lists of 

honors with graffiti-like titles, poetry, and photographs relating to 

war, poverty, politics, and the environment.

	 One of the longer-lasting efforts engineered by students 

was an annual Creative Arts Festival. In 1966, for example, the 

Creative Arts Festival featured poetry readings and discussions 

led by Diane Wakoski and Paul Blackburn, who were associated 

with the Beat poets of mid-century. Four decades later, these two 

poets are among those whose works are featured prominently in 

the J. M. Edelstein Poetry Collection and the Raymond Danowski 

Poetry Library (see cover story), two of the major poetry collec-

tions held by the Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library.

	 During these years, determined students made many efforts to 

capture the attention of the campus community and to engage its 

members in meaningful conversation. A recurring criticism during 

the campus turmoil of the late 1960s was the complaint that there 

was no mechanism for meaningful discussion among students, 

faculty, and administrators. In 1970 students launched an effort 

titled “Ventures in Dialog and Action.” VIDA, as the program was 

known, was to be an experiment in participation, an experience 

in dialog, and an exercise in possibilities. Its organizers intended 

VIDA to be a yearly symposium, student run and student initiated, 

that would bring together the entire University community for 

a critical examination of vital issues and questions. The student 

organizers took the “venture” in VIDA’s title to heart, experi-

menting with various program formats, which included tradi-

tional lectures and discussions and then later expanded to 

include arts performances and exhibitions showcasing theater, 

modern and folk dance, and the arts of batik and silk screen-

ing. The hope was that the “dialog” aspects of VIDA would 

L a  VIDA     E m o r y

The decade of the 1960s at Emory—as at other American colleges and universities and in society 
generally—was marked by the constant interaction among complex cultural and political trends. 
A timeline of major trends and developments at Emory begins in 1962 when the University was a party to legal proceedings that led 

to a Georgia Supreme Court decision permitting private educational institutions to integrate their student bodies. In January 1963 two 

African American students enrolled in the School of Nursing and earned master’s degrees in nursing in December of that same year. 

In 1965, against the backdrop of celebration of the University’s fiftieth anniversary and the launch of a major fund-raising campaign, 

a Time magazine cover story asked “Is God Dead?” and featured Emory religion professor Thomas J. J. Altizer as one a number of theo-

logians who claimed that God had died. In 1966 Emory students helped host a city-wide rally known as “Affirmation Viet Nam” and 

also organized “Horizon 1966,” a symposium on conservatism. By 1968 Emory students were reacting to the assassinations of Martin 

Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy. In 1969 the campus experienced waves of protests relating to race and the Vietnam War. 

 by Ginger Cain, University Archivist

lead to “action” as a result of the new ideas and approaches 

under discussion.

	 Themes of annual VIDA programs give some idea of the 

nature of the discussions. In 1970 programs considered “The 

University and the Humanely Desirable Future,” and in 1971 

the topic was “Whose America.” The program for 1972 moved 

beyond a single symposium to a year-long series of events 

and activities brought together under the broad subject, 

“Experiments in Transforming the Environment.” From November 

1971 through January 1972, VIDA hosted artists from Sculptures 

in the Environment (SITE). In March, Buckminster Fuller appeared 

on campus. The final sessions in April included a multimedia 

presentation on Emory’s future environment, a discussion of 

 a “car-less campus,” and environmental walking tours. 

	 A group of four environmental sculptures was proposed and 

later installed near the Woodruff Library. During installation, 

a large, hand-lettered sign read, “These four holes, soon to be 

transformed by the VIDA/SITE project, are all that remain of four 

huge hardwoods. While the university has an admirable policy 

of replanting lost trees, inadequate protective measures have 

resulted in the loss of many such fine old trees.” One of the last 

VIDA sessions in 1974, “A Venture in Community,” included an 

invitation to watch the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance 

Kid—which was shown on the wall of the old gymnasium—and 

then to spend the night on the athletic field. 

	 The environmental sculptures were among the more lasting 

legacies of VIDA, remaining intact and in place for more than 

a decade. The last traces of them disappeared when construction 

began to expand the Woodruff Library in 1996. The mimeographed 

handouts and handwritten promotional materials about these 

programs held by the Emory University Archives are as ephemeral 

as much of VIDA itself. As a co-chair of VIDA wrote in 1971, “VIDA 

is only an idea, not an institution and when it does not work 

anymore, it should be discontinued. It is not a program that 

perpetuates itself. Its vitality is found in . . . participation.”

	 Vestiges of VIDA are evident in twenty-first-century devel-

opments such as “Classroom on the Quad” dialogs and sustain-

ability initiatives. Treatment of themes and the means to bring 

them to the attention of the campus may change over time, but 

the desire to engage the community in meaningful conversation 

and positive action—a concept that emerged from the restless 

character of the campus in the 1960s and 1970s—endures.
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In the early 1970s “une bibliotheque imaginaire” was taking shape in my mind. Was it possible to build a library 

of all twentieth-century poetry in English: first editions, the little magazines, the small presses, the minutiae, the ephemera? 

How this library came to Emory has much to do with my own childhood and with the vision of Ron Schuchard, Goodrich C. White 

Professor of English at Emory.

March 18	 “the state and fate of literary reviewing” 

		  5:00 p.m., Jones Room, Robert W. Woodruff Library 

March 25	 reading by alice walker
	 6:00 p.m., Glenn Memorial Auditorium

     “  ‘A Fine Excess’: A Three-Day Celebration of Poetry”

		  With Richard Wilbur, W. D. Snodgrass, Mark Strand, J. D. McClatchy,  

		  Mary Jo Salter, and Other Waywiser Press Poets

		  All events are in the Jones Room, Robert W. Woodruff Library, unless otherwise noted.

April 2 		  poetry reading by w. d. snodgrass

		  Chair, National Endowment for the Arts

		  Opening Remarks by Dana Gioia

		  5:00 p.m., Carlos Museum Reception Hall

		  reception and exhibition viewing of:
	 “  ‘Democratic Vistas’: Exploring the Raymond Danowski Poetry Library”

		  Curated by Kevin Young, Atticus Haygood Professor of English and 

		  Creative Writing

		  6:15 p.m., Schatten Gallery, Third Floor, Robert W. Woodruff Library

April 3		  poetry readings by Jeffrey Harrison, J. D. McClatchy, Eric McHenry,  

		  Mary Jo Salter, Deborah Warren, and Clive Watkins; and interviews with 

		  Mark Strand and W. D. Snodgrass

		  poetry reading by mark strand
		  6:00 p.m., Cannon Chapel

April 4		  poetry readings by Morri Creech, Erica Dawson, Joseph Harrison,  
		  and Greg Williamson; interview with Richard Wilbur

		  poetry reading by richard wilbur
		  5:00 p.m., Schwartz Center for the Performing Arts

Fall 2008	 	 the richard ellmann lectures in modern literature  
		  with umberto eco

Call 404.727.7620 or visit http://marbl.library.emory.edu for the most recent details on these and other 

upcoming MARBL–sponsored events.
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My father, who had a violent temper, warned me not to touch his 

night-school textbooks. As a child, I would sit on the floor in front 

of his small bookcase trying to read the lettering on the spines. 

I borrowed my first book from a mobile library.  

	 Burke Avenue was my elevated train stop returning from school 

in the Bronx. I did my homework in the Norwegian ice cream parlor 

there and diagonally across the street in a candy store where I was 

allowed to read stacks of comic books everyday. Then, by chance, 

during a class visit to the local branch library of the New York 

Public Library—one of the pearls of the city—I discovered what I con-

sidered to be the book: The Count of Monte Cristo. During the next 

four years, I read five or six books a week: the Hardy Boys; the Don 

Camillo satirical tales by Giovanni Guareschi; all of Poe.

	 I loved reading Poe’s poetry out loud. My uncle, James Malcolm, 

an aspiring actor, gave me a dramatic reading of The Raven, then 

my favorite. Another uncle, Paul Danowski, who was a bartender 

in Manhattan, played the British soccer pools.  Whoever placed 

his bets in England sent him poetry by W. H. Auden and Louis 

MacNeice. From then on, the twentieth century was, for me,  

a world defined by Auden.

	 I traveled by subway from the Bronx to high school in 

Manhattan at 87th street and West End Avenue. The school had  

a beautiful, high-ceilinged library, a roof-top basketball court, 

and exceptionally good teachers.  I wrestled with Virgil’s Latin 

but learned to love The Aeneid.

	 My aunt, Catherine Malcolm, who worked at Columbia 

University, helped me get an after-school job at the Burgess-

Carpenter Library. It was an opportunity to read voraciously and do 

just enough book shelving to appease Mr. Palmer, the librarian. 

Co-workers were two guys my age and a large contingent of laid-

back doctoral students in English literature.

	 Later, when I began collecting myself, I set out to build a 

contextual collection, envisioning a symmetrical structure that 

would include books related to issues in the twentieth century 

that influenced the poets, from the Spanish Civil War to Vietnam. 

Strong author collections would be crucial and be as complete 

as luck would have it.

	 I didn’t own a computer, so I created this library keeping every 

publication and its condition in my head like the conductor of 

a symphony orchestra working with the score in his head. Leading 

the string and woodwind sections, respectively, were Bernard 

Stone of Turret Books, London, and Richard Aaron of Am Here 

Books, now of Illinois. Both men were passionate about poets and 

about the poetry they liked; they further acted as conduits and 

staging posts for other dealers, as scouts, as bidders at auction, 

and as devil’s advocates.

	 My first collected book was the Spiral Press edition of Poe 

with a copy of the periodical Merlin. To paraphrase Geoffrey 

B. Charlesworth, who writes on the obsession of gardening, I want 

to say that book collecting is fun—serious fun possibly, but always 

an antidote to the idiocies of life and the occasional pretensions 

of academia. Book collecting is an outlet for fanaticism, passion, 

love, and rationality without their drawbacks.

	 To circle back to my beginning, Ron Schuchard and I met at 

graduates needing access to special collections, of creating  

a new special collections library at Emory with study rooms 

where undergraduates could handle rare books, feel the magic, 

and simultaneously be online locating other examples around 

the world. I thought immediately of those friends at Burgess-

Carpenter trusting me in their intellectual world, letting me experi-

ence the pleasure of finding an as-new copy of a rare book and 

holding it in my hands. I voted for Emory right then.

The Emory Libraries welcome the interest and support of friends like you. Your contributions help make it 

possible for the libraries—especially the Manuscript, Archives & Rare Book Library—to foster courageous 

inquiry within and beyond the University. Your generosity will help ensure more exciting acquisitions, 

innovative projects, and new insights coming from Emory’s collections. For information on giving, con-

tact Arts and Sciences Development at 866.693.6679 or artsandsciences@emory.edu.

This publication is made possible through the generous support of the Bright Wings Foundation.

 by Raymond Danowski

a  l i b r a r y  a s  c o m p l e t e  a s  l u c k  w o u l d  h a v e  i t
o t h e r  v o i c e s
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