History of Libraries

History of Libraries: Key Phases & Milestones

1. Ancient Foundations (c.?3000?BCE — 500?CE)

Period / _ _ o
Notable Libraries Core Features & Contributions
Culture
] o , Collections of clay?tablet archives
_ Temple libraries in Ur, Nippur, and _ _ ) o _
Mesopotamia (cuneiform); primarily administrative, legal,

Babylon )
and literary texts.

_ Papyrus scrolls stored in wooden
) Library of Abydos and the Royal _ o
Ancient Egypt | _ cupboards; emphasis on religious and
Library of Alexandria (later) S ]
scientific treatises.

*?Founded by Ptolemy?l/Il;

] ) *?Housed ~500,000 scrolls;
) Library of Alexandria (c.?3rd? )
Ancian «?Staffed by scholars (e.g., Euclid,
century?BCE) — the archetype of a .
Greece ) Archimedes).
research library ) )
«?Introduced cataloguing (the Pinakes of

Callimachus).

*?Adopted Greek models;

Roman Bibliotheca Ulpia (Trajan’s Forum), <?Built as public monuments;
Empire Library of Celsus (Ephesus) *?Used parchment codices alongside
scrolls.

Key Take?aways

e Early libraries were temple or palace archives, not public institutions.

e The shift from scrolls to codices (around the 2nd?century?CE) enabled easier navigation
and storage.

e Cataloguing systems (e.g., Callimachus’ Pinakes) laid groundwork for modern classification.

2. Medieval & Islamic Era (500?-?1500)

Region Prominent Libraries Innovations



History of Libraries

Byzantine , , ) Preserved many Greek classics;
) Imperial Library of Constantinople )
Empire used parchment codices.

*?Translation movement (Greek ?
House of Wisdom (Baghdad, 9th?c.), Al- Arabic).

Islamic
World Qarawiyyin (Fez, 859), Al-Azhar (Cairo, *?Paper introduced from China ?
or
970) cheaper, larger collections.
*?Systematic indexing (e.g., fihrist).
) o *?Manuscript copying and
Western Monastic scriptoria (e.g., Cluny, Monte _
: preservation.

Europe Cassino)
«?Catalogues kept on vellum rolls.
*?Extensive paper?based

China Imperial libraries (e.g., Hanlin Academy) collections; early use of woodblock

printing.
Key Take?aways

e Paper (9th?c.) revolutionized acquisition, copying, and storage.

e Libraries became centers of translation and scholarship, especially in the Islamic Golden
Age.

e Monastic libraries were the main conduit for preserving classical knowledge through the
Dark Ages.

3. Renaissance & Early Modern Period (1500?7-?1800)

Development Example Significance
o Rapid growth of public and Mass?produced books lowered cost;
Printing press ) _ _ _ )
private collections across libraries could expand holdings
(Gutenberg, 1440) )
Europe dramatically.

Humanist libraries  **Vatican
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