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FOCUS ON LIBRARIES

A new face for an old building

by Beth M. Russell

On October 20, 1998, nearly 300 donors, 
scholars, and descendants of Edward Ben
jamin Cushing joined with Library Dean 

Heath, Cushing Library Director Donald 
Dyal, and members of the university adminis
tration to hear Sir Roger Elliott of Blackwell’s 
Ltd. discuss “Scholars, Collections and the Re
search Library.” This gathering celebrated the 
official rededication of the Cushing Memorial 
Library at Texas A&M University (A&M) in 
College Station. The ceremony focused appre
ciation on the role of the university library 
and the special place for research collections, 
such as those housed in the newly renovated 
building.

The reception marked the end of a four- 
year long process of rebuilding and renovation 
designed to bring the special collections and 
archives of the university to a wider audience 
in secure and attractive surroundings. While 
the aesthetic intent of the renovation was to 
return the building to its neoclassical grandeur, 
modern services and technology were also 
made available, many for the first time. In
creased visibility for the collections and a 
higher public profile have also been realized 
through the renovation process.

The building
Cushing Library, which opened in 1930, was 
the first building on the A&M campus specifi
cally built as a library. It was named for E. B. 
Cushing, a former student and administrator 
who ensured the survival of A&M. When the 
school faced closure in 1912, Cushing not only

Fr

marshaled support from the state legislature 
and brought legislators to College Station to 

ed experience the school firsthand, but he also 
personally guaranteed notes of credit to assist 
the school after a series of disasters. Upon his 
death in 1924, Cushing’s private library was 
given to the Agricultural and Mechanical Col
lege of Texas and formed the nucleus of the 
school’s library.

Over the years, several additions were at
tached to the rear of the building to accom
modate the expanding library collections of the 
growing school, which was renamed Texas 
A&M University in 1963- With more modern 
additions in 1968 and 1979, the original 
Cushing building was subdivided to serve as
sorted functions. The large reading room, with 
a hand-stenciled ceiling, was packed with study 
carrels. A lounge and snack machines occupied 
much of the second floor. The university 
library’s cramped “old stacks” housed theses 
and other rarely used materials on open metal 
flooring. The remainder of the building be
came office space, housing at various times the 
university archives, remote computing facili
ties, and several academic departments. This 
deterioration of Cushing into a “catch-all” for 
university and library needs continued 
throughout the 1980s.

In 1992, the administrative unification of 
the university’s archives and special collections 
departments signaled a change. Soon thereaf
ter, the most heavily used archival collections 
were moved into space shared with special col
lections in the university’s Evans Library. The
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A n  exterio r v iew  o f the  C ush ing 
M em orial Library.

r e m a in in g  m a te r ia ls , w h ic h  f o r m e d  t h e  b u lk  

o f  th e  c o l le c t io n , w e r e  m o v e d  to  a n  o f f -c a m 

p u s  s to r a g e  fa c ility . In  1 9 9 4 , C u s h in g  w a s  

c lo s e d  to  b e g in  th e  lo n g  p r o c e s s  o f  re n o v a tio n  

a n d  re b u ild in g .

D u r in g  t h e  r e n o v a t io n , th e  in te r io r  o f  th e  

b u ild in g  w a s  g u tte d  to  r e m o v e  all t r a c e s  o f  a s 

b e s t o s  a n d  le a d  p a in t . W a lls  th a t  h a d  b e e n  

a d d e d  d u r in g  th e  1 9 7 0 s  a n d  1 9 8 0 s  w e r e  r e 

m o v e d  a n d  th e  o ld  s ty le  m e ta l s ta c k s  w e r e  d is

a s s e m b le d  a n d  r e p la c e d  w ith  s ta n d a rd  f lo o rs . 

V a r io u s  s ta g e s  o f  b u ild in g  a n d  d e c o r a t in g  c u l

m in a te d  in  a  c o lo r fu l  y e t  c la s s ic  f in is h e d  in te 

r io r  a n d  a  r e f u r b is h e d  a n d  n e w ly  a c c e s s ib le  

e x te r io r .  A d d itio n a l w o r k , s u c h  a s  t h e  h a n d -  

p a in t in g  o f  c o lu m n s  a n d  b e a m s  o n  t h e  first 

f lo o r , w a s  c o m p le te d  a fter th e  lib rary  r e o p e n e d  

in  A u g u s t 1 9 9 8 .

T h e  e n tr y  f lo o r  n o w  b o a s t s  a  b e a u t ifu l  r e 

s to r e d  te rra z z o  f lo o r  c o n ta in in g  th e  s e a l  o f  th e  

A g ricu ltu ra l a n d  M e c h a n ic a l  C o lle g e  o f  T e x a s  

a s  it a p p e a r e d  in  th e  1 9 3 0 s . E x h ib it s p a c e  a n d  a  

s p a c io u s  s e m in a r  ro o m , a lo n g  w ith  se v e ra l o f 

f ic e s ,  c o m p le te s  th e  firs t f lo o r .

T h e  s e c o n d  f lo o r  c o n ta in s  th e  str ik in g  m a in  

re a d in g  ro o m . T h e  ce ilin g , w ith  ab s tract d esig n s  

in s p ire d  b y  N ativ e  A m e rica n  a rtw o rk , w a s  r e c 

re a te d  b y  s tu d e n t v o lu n te e rs  w h o  s ig n e d  th e ir  

n a m e s  o n  a  b e a m  n e a r  th e  n o rth w e s t c o r n e r  o f  

th e  ro o m . O rig in al o a k  b o o k c a s e s  a n d  w a in sco t

in g  w e r e  ca re fu lly  re s to re d . T h e  o r ig in a l o a k  

stu d y  ta b le s  a n d  ch a irs  serv ed  as  a  m o d e l fo r  th e  

n e w  ta b le s  a n d  ch a irs , w h ic h  w e re  e n d o w e d  b y  

d o n o rs  an d  co n ta in  In tern et h o o k u p s  an d  p o w e r  

cab lin g . A dd itional ex h ib it sp a c e  w a s  c re a te d  fo r 

th e  lib ra ry ’s  art, a rtifact, a n d  p a p e r  c o lle c t io n s  

o n  th e  s e c o n d  floor.

T h e  th ird  f lo o r  a n d  b a s e m e n t  a r e a s , b o th  

s ta f f  w o r k  a r e a s , w e r e  f u r n is h e d  w ith  a t te n 

t io n  to  c o m f o r t  a n d  e f f ic ie n c y . T h e y  n o w

h o u s e  c a ta lo g in g , p r e s e r v a t io n , a n d  o th e r  

p r o c e s s in g  o p e ra tio n s  fo r  th e  library. A ll s ta ff  

w o r k s ta t io n s  a re  e q u ip p e d  w ith  e r g o n o m ic  

fu rn ish in g s , a n d  m a n y  fa cu lty  a n d  s ta f f  w e r e  

p ro v id e d  w ith  p e rso n a l o ff ic e s  o r  cu b ic le s  fo r 

th e  first t im e . T h e  e n tire  b u ild in g  w a s  w ire d  

to  th e  lib ra ry ’s LAN a n d  m a d e  a c c e s s ib le  a n d  

A D A -c o m p lia n t . C lim a te  c o n t r o l ,  s e c u r ity , 

a n d  s to ra g e  sy s te m s a re  s ta te -o f-th e -a rt to  e n 

s u r e  th e  s a fe ty  o f  th e  c o lle c t io n s .

The collections
C u s h in g  h o u s e s  th e  r e s e a r c h  c o l le c t io n s  o f  

A & M , t h e  o ld e s t  p u b l ic  in s ti tu t io n  o f  h ig h e r  

le a r n in g  in  t h e  s ta te . S in c e  th e  m e r g e r  o f  s p e 

c ia l c o lle c t io n s  a n d  a rc h iv e s , th e s e  c o lle c t io n s  

h a v e  in c lu d e d  b o o k s ,  m a n u s c r ip ts , w o r k s  o f  

art, m e m o r a b il ia , h is to r ic a l a n d  p e r s o n a l  a rti

fa c ts , f ilm , p h o to g r a p h s , a n d  m u c h  m o re .

T h e  u n iv e rs ity ’s a rc h iv a l c o l le c t io n , w h ic h  

in c lu d e s  artifacts  o f  g re a t h is to rica l im p o rta n c e  

to  th e  u n iv ersity  a s  w e ll  a s  o ffic ia l p u b lica tio n s , 

r e c o r d s , a n d  m a n u s c r ip ts , is  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  

p o p u la r  c o l le c t io n s  a t  C u s h in g . M u c h  o f  th e  

c o lle c t io n  h ig h lig h ts  th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  in s titu 

t io n  a n d  th e  a c t iv it ie s  o f  o u ts ta n d in g  a lu m n i. 

C lip p in g  a n d  v e r t ic a l  f i le s  a t tr a c t  s tu d e n ts  r e 

s e a r c h in g  p r o je c ts  ra n g in g  fro m  m a th e m a tic a l 

s tu d ie s  o f  c a m p u s  m o n u m e n ts  to  d e s ig n s  fo r  

s tu d e n t  g r o u p  t -s h ir ts  to  th e s e s  a n d  d is s e r ta 

t io n s  o n  th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  s c h o o l .

C u sh in g ’s la rg e  r e s e a rc h  c o lle c t io n s  in  m ili

ta ry  h is to ry , T e x a s  lo c a l  h is to ry , a n d  ra n g e  an d  

l iv e s to c k  s tu d ie s  a re  w e ll-k n o w n . L iterary  c o l

le c t io n s ,  in c lu d in g  s c ie n c e  f ic t io n  a n d  c o l l e c 

t io n s  o f  p u b lis h e d  a n d  u n p u b lis h e d  w o r k s  b y  

a u th o r s  s u c h  a s  R u d y a rd  K ip lin g , S o m e r s e t  

M a u g h a m  a n d  P . G . W o d e h o u s e , a ls o  b r in g  

r e s e a r c h e r s  to  th e  lib ra ry . I l lu s tra tio n , in  b o th  

p rin t a n d  b o o k  fo rm , is w e ll-re p r e s e n te d . S e v 

e r a l  n o t a b le  g ifts  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s  h a v e  jo in e d  

th e  u n iv e r s ity ’s  s ig n if ic a n t  r a r e  b o o k s  c o l l e c 

t io n ,  i n c l u d i n g  c o p i e s  o f  t h e  K e lm s c o t t  

C h a u c e r , t h e  1 6 3 2  S e c o n d  F o l io  e d it io n  o f  

S h a k e s p e a r e ’s  w o rk s , a n d  a  s iz a b le  c o lle c t io n  

o f  A fr ic a n a . F in a lly , C u s h in g  o w n s  th e  la rg e s t  

a rt  c o l l e c t i o n  o n  c a m p u s , m u c h  o f  it o n  d is 

p la y  to  th e  p u b l ic  in  th e  n e w  g a lle r ie s .

Services in the new  build ing
T h e  g r e a te s t  im p r o v e m e n t  in  s e r v ic e s  in  th e  

n e w  b u ild in g  is  th a t  p r o v id e d  b y  th e  “e lb o w  

r o o m .” In  t h e  t e m p o r a r y  q u a r te r s  o f  t h e  

u n iv ers ity ’s m a in  lib rary , re s e a rc h e rs  u s in g  m a-
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t e r ia ls  o f t e n  s h a r e d  t a b le s  w ith  s tu d e n t  a s s is 

ta n ts  p r o c e s s in g  c o lle c t io n s , w h ile  a  b ib lio g r a 

p h y  c la s s  p a r t ic ip a te d  in  a  p r a c t ic u m  o n  h a n d  

p r in tin g  in  t h e  c o r n e r .  T h e  r e n o v a t io n  a l lo w s  

a ll u s e r s  o f  t h e  l ib ra ry  th e  c h a n c e  to  v ie w , a p 

p re c ia te , a n d  stu d y  th e  c o lle c tio n s  in  a  sp a c io u s , 

w e ll- l it ,  a n d  a t tr a c tiv e ly  f u r n is h e d  a re a .

T h e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  s e r v ic e  o f f e r e d  in  th e  

n e w ly  r e n o v a te d  b u ild in g  w ill c o n t in u e  to  b e  

s u p p o r t  fo r  r e s e a r c h  u s in g  th e  lib ra ry ’s c o l l e c 

t io n s . N e w , c o m p a c t  m o b i le  s h e lv in g  th ro u g h 

o u t  th e  b u ild in g  o f fe r s  e a s y  re tr ie v a l, w h ile  a n  

e le c t r o n ic  fil in g  s y s te m  k e e p s  th e  p o p u la r  v e r 

t ic a l  a n d  p h o t o g r a p h  f ile s  q u ic k ly  a c c e s s i b l e  

w h ile  r e q u ir in g  m u c h  le s s  s p a c e . In  a d d itio n , 

u s e rs  w ill b e n e f it  fro m  c o n n e c t io n s  in  th e  re a d 

in g  r o o m , w h ic h  w ill a l lo w  th e m  to  s e a r c h  th e  

A & M  L ib r a r ie s ’s  g r o w in g  lis t  o f  e l e c t r o n i c  

d a ta b a s e s  a n d  th e  In te r n e t . R e c e n t  s ta f fin g  a d 

d itio n s  h a v e  m a d e  p ro fe ss io n a l s ta ff  m o re  av ail-

A  stu d e n t w o rks in on e  o f  th e  library's n ew  re a d in g  room s.

a b l e  t o  a n s w e r  r e f e r e n c e  q u e s t i o n s  b o t h  in  

t h e  r e a d in g  r o o m  a n d  b y  p h o n e ,  e - m a i l ,  o r  

l e t t e r .

S e c u r i ty  is m u c h  im p r o v e d  in  t h e  n e w  

s p a c e , a s  w e ll.  L o c k e rs  o n  th e  first f lo o r  h o u s e  

p e r s o n a l  b e lo n g in g s  f o r  r e s e a r c h e r s , w h ile  a c 

c e s s  to  t h e  s t a c k s  is  t ig h tly  c o n t r o l le d .  T h e  

f r o n t  d e s k  is  a t te n d e d  a t  a l l  t im e s  to  a n s w e r  

q u e s t io n s  a n d  g iv e  d ir e c tio n s .

M a n y  p e o p l e  v is it  t h e  l ib r a r y  “ju s t  to  l o o k  

a ro u n d ,” a n d  f o r  th e s e  p e o p le  s e lf-g u id e d  to u rs 

a re  p ro v id e d . P la q u e s  d e s c r ib e  fe a tu re s  s u c h  as  

th e  o r ig in a l o r n a te  ir o n  g a te w a y  in to  t h e  re a d 

in g  ro o m , w h ic h  c o n ta in s  b r a n d s  fro m  n o ta b le  

T e x a s  ra n c h e s . A tten d an ts  a t  th e  fro n t d e s k  a n d  

th e  s e c o n d  f lo o r  re a d in g  ro o m  c a n  a ls o  a n s w e r  

q u e s t io n s  th a t  m a y  a r is e  a b o u t  th e  b u ild in g  o r  

th e  c o lle c t io n s .

T h e  e x h ib it  s p a c e  c r e a te d  in  th e  n e w  b u ild 

in g  w ill a llo w  a  m u c h  m o re  v ig o ro u s e x h ib it p ro 

g ra m , a n d  ro ta tin g  e x h ib its  w ill b e c o m e  o n e  o f  

th e  m a jo r  w a y s  th e  u n iv ersity  a n d  lo c a l c o m m u 

n itie s  e x p e r ie n c e  C u sh in g . D u rin g  th e  re d e d i

c a t io n , a n  e x h ib it  f o c u s in g  o n  t re a s u re s  o f  th e  

c o lle c t io n s  d re w  e n th u s ia s tic  p ra is e  fro m  th e  a t

te n d e e s ,  w h ile  th e  d is p la y  o f  a r tw o rk  in  o th e r  

s p a c e s  h ig h lig h ted  th is lo n g -n e g le c te d  re so u rce .

A n o th e r  fo r m  o f  o u t r e a c h  m a d e  p o s s ib le  

b y  t h e  n e w  b u i ld in g  is  t e a c h in g .  T h e  lib r a r y  

o w n s  a  w o r k in g  r e p r o d u c t io n  o f  a  w o o d e n  

h a n d p re ss , b a s e d  o n  a  16 th -ce n tu ry  d esig n . T h is  

p r e s s  is n o w  h o u s e d  w ith  v a r io u s  s e t s  o f  ty p e  

a n d  o t h e r  p r in tin g  e q u ip m e n t  o n  t h e  lib r a r y ’s 

th ird  f lo o r .  C la s s e s  w ill  b e  a b l e  to  w o r k  w ith  

t h e  p r e s s  to  s tu d y  t h e  h is to r y  a n d  t e c h n iq u e  

o f  p r in tin g  in  a  m u c h  m o r e  c o m fo r ta b le  s p a c e . 

O t h e r  c o l l e c t i o n s  a n d  m a te r ia ls  th a t  s u p p o r t  

te a c h in g  w ill b e  m u c h  m o re  a c c e s s ib le  a n d  e a s y  

t o  d is p la y  in  t h e  n e w  b u ild in g , 

w h i le  t h e  s e m in a r  r o o m  o n  th e  

f ir s t  f lo o r  w ill  m a k e  it p o s s ib le  

to  h o ld  c la s s e s  u s in g  C u sh in g  m a 

t e r ia ls  w i th o u t  d is tu r b in g  r e 

s e a r c h e r s  in  th e  r e a d in g  ro o m .

S in c e  th e  b u ild in g  r e o p e n e d , 

m a n y  c u r i o u s  v i s i t o r s  h a v e  

c l i m b e d  i t s  s t o n e  s t e p s  a n d  

o p e n e d  its d o o rs . P u b lic ity , ra n g 

in g  f r o m  n o t ic e s  in  lo c a l  n e w s 

p a p e r s  to  m e n t io n  in  t h e  m a in  

l ib r a r y ’s  b ib l io g r a p h ic  in s tr u c 

t io n  c o u r s e s ,  h a s  y ie ld e d  a n  in 

c r e a s e d  v isib ility  f o r  th e  b u ild in g  

a n d  f o r  its  c o l le c t io n s .  T h e  c o n 

stru c tio n  itse lf  p iq u e d  th e  cu rio sity  o f  m a n y  v isi

to rs  w an tin g  to  s e e  w h a t h a d  b e e n  h a p p e n in g  b e 

h in d  th e  sa fe ty  b a r r ic a d e s . C o m p a r e d  w ith  th e  

C u sh in g ’s  fo rm e r  lo c a t io n  in  a  lo w -v is ib ility  a rea  

o f  th e  s e c o n d  f lo o r  o f  th e  E v a n s  L ib rary , th is 

p r o m in e n t  p u b lic  p r o f ile  c a n  o n ly  in c r e a s e  in 

te re s t  in  a n d  u s e  o f  th e  co lle c tio n s .

T h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  t h e  r e n o v a t io n  t o  t h e  s ta f f  

a n d  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n s  a r e  o b v io u s ,  a n d  in c lu d e  

m o r e  s u i ta b le  s t o r a g e  a n d  w o r k s p a c e  a n d  

g re a te r  se c u rity . E q u a lly  im p o rta n t a re  th e  b e n 

e f i t s  th a t  t h e  n e w ly  r e n o v a te d  b u i ld in g  o f f e r  

to  t h e  u n iv e rs ity  a s  a  w h o le .  B y  s a v in g  o n e  o f  

th e  o ld e s t  b u ild in g s  o n  c a m p u s , th e  u n iv e rs ity  

h a s  p r e s e r v e d  a  p i e c e  o f  its  h is to r y , m u c h  as  

t h e  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  C u s h in g  M e m o r ia l  L i

b r a r y  w ill b e  p r e s e r v e d  f o r  g e n e r a t io n s  o f  fu 

tu re  r e s e a r c h e r s .  ■
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