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The Boston Athenaeum occupies an irregularly-shaped city lot on the southern 
side of Beacon Street (numbered at 10 1/2 Beacon) just east of its intersection 
with Bowdoin Street. Although there are no grounds associated with the building, 
its rear windows overlook the Granary Burial Ground, one of the oldest and most 
historic cemeteries in Boston. The Athenaeum has received regular maintenance 
and, while its support systems (plumbing, wiring, etc.) are not the most modern, 
the building appears to be in good structural condition.

The design for the original portion of the Athenaeum, the third home of the 
organization, is the result of a competition won by Edward Clark Cabot. 
Construction of the brown freestone building was begun in 1847 and completed 
two years later. The facade, modeled on a Palladian palace, gives the impression 
of a large-scaled, two -story building though there are three floors on the 
interior. A balustrade supported on low posts with inset panels masks two wells 
below the facade containing windows for a basement and sub-basement. The 
entrance, elaborate double doors topped by an intricate iron fan, is flanked by 
piers carrying a semi-circular arch with egg and dart band and Corinthian key 
stone; above the arch is a modillioned cornice. On the first facade level rusti 
cated piers alternate with blind arches containing square-headed windows, the 
whole topped by a belt course. On the second level Corinthian pilasters divide 
blind arches containing tall windows with pedimented caps. A full entablature 
with dentil band and a paneled parapet mark the original roof line.

Perhaps the outstanding interior feature of the Athenaeum was the Sumner stair 
case, named in honor of Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, who served on the 
building committee. The massive structure—it took up nearly a quarter of the 
interior—was modeled on the Bernini staircase in the Vatican, which Senator 
Sumner greatly admired. Unfortunately, the need for additional space for the 
Athenaeum's growing collections forced its removal in 1888. A smaller stair 
case, one more functional in design, was installed at the western end of the 
building, and an elevator was added at the northwest corner at a later date.

The need for additional space led to the enlargement of the Athenaeum in 1913-14. 
The two-story Renaissance Revival addition was designed by Henry Bigelow with 
the assistance of his partner, Philip Wadsworth. The major elements of the new 
section are tall windows—square-headed on the first level, round-arched on the 
second—divided by Corinthian pilasters carrying a full entablature with dentil 
band; a belt course marks the fifth floor level. The front elevation of the 
addition is set back from the original roof line, giving the appearance of a 
taller, complementary building constructed immediately behind the old Athenaeum. 
No major alterations have been made since 1913-14; interior painting and moderni 
zation of support systems are projected for the near future.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE and Philip Wadsworth

The Boston Athenaeum is the largest and most influential of the early proprietary 
libraries still extant in the United States. Founded by private individuals in 
1807, long before the rise of the free public library, the Athenaeum remains a 
leading cultural institution in Boston and a research center for scholars through 
out the nation. The Athenaeum's present home, located at 10 1/2 Beacon Street, 
is a brown freestone structure modeled after a Palladian palace. The original 
three stories were begun in 1847 and two stories were added in 1913-14. While the 
general public is not encouraged to visit the Athenaeum, researchers or persons 
with a particular interest in the building are accomodated.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Boston Athenaeum grew out of an earlier organization, the Anthology Club, 
founded in 1804. The Club established an Anthology Reading-room and Library 
which, in 1807, became the Athenaeum. The new organization received the support 
of prominent individuals, who contributed both books and funds, and by 1820 had 
acquired some 20,000 volumes. Despite the Athenaeum's private nature (the number 
of its proprietors—or shareholders—is fixed by its charter) , its liberal admin- 
stration quickly made the organization a leading cultural institution in Boston, 
one intended to serve both the scholar and the general reader. In addition the 
Athenaeum served as the city's first art gallery, assembling a collection which 
later formed the nucleus of Boston's Museum of Fine Arts.

Today the Athenaeum views itself primarily as a humanities library, emphasizing 
American and English literature, history and biography, and fine and decorative 
arts. In addition to 1049 proprietors and 1500 cardholders (who pay an anual 
entrance fee), as many as 10,000 independent researchers make use of the 
institution's resources each year.

The Athenaeum's collections now total more than 600,000 items. Included in the 
printed works are numerous rare items, among them large parts of the personal 
libraries of George Washington and John Quincy Adams. The collection of early 
pamphlets and tracts, which run into the tens of thousands, Is of unquestioned 
value to the student of American history. The Athenaeum also possesses umsually 
strong newspaper collections and owns more Confederate imprints than any other 
institution in the United States.

Since its founding the Athenaeum has had several homes. It was first located 
on Congress Street, then in a house on Pearl Street, and finally in its present

(continued)
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building at 10 1/2 Beacon Street. The latter structure was begun in 1847, 
completed in 1849, and enlarged in 1913-14. The three lower stories are 
built of brown freestone with a facade modeled after a Palladian palace; 
the Renaissance Revival style of the two stories which were added complements 
the design of the original.


