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History of the Boston Athenaeum
By Julia Bloom

Across the street from the Massachusetts State House stands the Boston Athenaeum, 
a historic library that contains over half a million books and a large collection of 
artworks. Many passing by its iconic red doors may be curious what the history of the 
library is, and what types of works it contains.

The Athenaeum’s origins date back to 1803, when a Harvard graduate named Phineas 
Adams founded the magazine “The Monthly Anthology, or Magazine of Polite 
Literature.” Financial issues forced him to step down from producing it the following 
year, but his publishers, Munroe and Francis, continued the magazine, and brought 
on Reverend William Emerson, the father of Ralph Waldo Emerson, to be its editor. 
The magazine was reestablished soon after under the new title “The Monthly Antho-
logy and Public Review,” which ran until Emerson’s death in 1811. In 1805 Emerson 
founded the Anthology Society with a group of educated men who contributed to the magazine. That October the Society voted 
to create a “library of periodical publications” for its use, and in the spring of 1807 the Society opened the Boston Athenaeum in 
a series of rented rooms called “Scollay’s Buildings” on Tremont Street. The Athenaeum’s founders intended their library to be an 
institution that could rival the athenaeum and lyceum of Liverpool, England, and educate the citizens of Boston.

In 1809 the Athenaeum moved to the house of Rufus G. Amory, a local lawyer, near King’s Chapel Burying Ground, and used 
three rooms for periodicals, the library collection, and a collection of books lent by US Senator John Quincy Adams. Over the next 
decade the Athenaeum absorbed the collections of several other religious and civil libraries, including The American Academy of 
Arts and Sciences and the Society for Cultivating Philosophical Knowledge. In 1822 the Athenaeum moved again to a mansion 
on Pearl Street owned by James Perkins Jr, a merchant, philanthropist, and early trustee of the library. The larger space of the new 
building allowed the Athenaeum to establish a Fine Arts Committee to create a new art gallery for the library, which started holding 
annual art exhibitions in 1827. In 1826 the Athenaeum became a circulating library, allowing patrons to check out three books at 
a time. Its collections continued to grow, and the library acquired the collections of King’s Chapel’s library, the Boston Medical 
Library, and the Massachusetts Scientific Association’s library. By the 1840’s the Athenaeum’s collection had increased to 37,000 
books, and the crowding in the building and growth of commercial businesses on Pearl Street required the library to move again. In 
1845 the Athenaeum acquired land on Beacon Street for a new building, and in 1849 the current site of the library was opened at 10 
½ Beacon Street. The original building was designed by Edward Clarke Cabot, and consisted of three floors to hold the sculpture 
gallery, library collections, and a painting gallery. The library served as the main hub of culture and learning in Boston before the 
Boston Public Library was established in 1852. 

Women were frequent visitors to and users of the Athenaeum, as the library did not restrict its access and use based on gender. The 
first female guest to the Athenaeum was Eliza Rotch in 1821, and in 1822 Sarah Paine Perkins, the widow of James Perkins Junior, 
retained his share in the library after her husband’s death as thanks for his donation of the Pearl Street mansion to the library. Mrs. 
Perkins and two other women, Abigail Warren and Elizabeth Clark Greene, were among the first members to pay an assessment for 
borrowing privileges in 1827. Women participated freely in the programs and committees of the Athenaeum throughout the ninete-
enth century, including by serving on the Fine Arts Committee and donating artworks to the library’s annual art exhibition. In 1857 
Annie B. Harnden became the library’s first female employee, and in 1933 Elinor Gregory became the first female Librarian of the 
Athenaeum.

The creation of the Boston Public Library threatened to supersede the importance of the Athenaeum, and in 1853 a newspaper 
article called for the library to be absorbed by the BPL. In response Josiah Quincy, an original trustee, wrote a letter protesting this 
move, and at a meeting on March 28th 1853 the Athenaeum board voted to remain independent. In 1869 Charles A. Cutter became 

librarian, and completed a project to catalogue all the Athenaeum’s holdings. He also created his own call number system for the 
catalogue, Expansive Classification, which was later used as the basis for the Library of Congress’s own “Cutter Numbers” system. 

The Fine Arts Committee built an annex in 1826 behind the Athenaeum to hold a public lecture hall and a portrait gallery, where it 
held its first art exhibition the following year. The exhibition was a financial success, and became an annual event, with the Com-
mittee acquiring several works of fine art over the next two decades. When the Athenaeum moved to Beacon Street the trustees 
planned to use their art collection to raise money for the library, but soon clashed with the librarians over space. In 1866 the Athe-
naeum board decided to remove the art collection from the Athenaeum, and after several failed plans to establish a separate institu-
tion, the Museum of Fine Arts was founded within the Athenaeum in 1870 with the bequest of wealthy collector Timothy Bigelow 
Lawrence. The Athenaeum’s annual arts exhibitions continued until 1876, when the Museum of Fine Arts moved the remainder of 
its collections from the library’s top floor to its newly completed building on Huntington Avenue. The library largely ended its role 
as an art exhibitor after this, and installed more book shelving where the sculptures and paintings once stood. 

In 1913 the Athenaeum began a major renovation that added two more floors to the building, the fourth floor Trustees Room and 
the fifth floor reading room. The renovation also added a special “drum stack” of library shelves with glass catwalks and fireproof 
shelving between the basement and third floor to allow for the continued expansion of the collections. 

The Boston Athenaeum became a National Historic Landmark in 1966, and continues to serve the people of Boston, members, 
and visitors with its expansive collections and learning resources. Its collections are strong in works on local history, English and 
American literature, and fine arts, and it holds many events and discussions on various topics. After closing for the pandemic, the li-
brary has now reopened, and its first floor is available to the public for general tours featuring the storied permanent collections and 
temporary exhibitions. Members use the building as a quiet workspace for reading, writing, and inspiration. For more information 
about the Athenaeum check out its website, https://www.bostonathenaeum.org/.

Moses Gulesian
By Peter Koutojian

In 1905, an Armenian-born businessman named Moses Gulesian saw an article in 
a Boston newspaper. The article told the story of how the old warship, the USS 
Constitution, was set to be destroyed. As he read the article and learned about 
the history and significance of the ship, Gulesian was shocked and dismayed that 
such a historic vessel would be treated like such. He promptly wrote a telegram to 
the US Secretary of the Navy, Joseph Bonaparte, saying: “Will give $10,000 for 
the Constitution. Will you sell?” This one telegram marked the beginning of the 
movement towards the restoration of the USS Constitution.

The USS Constitution, also known as “Old Ironsides,” was a ship that was held 
in incredibly high regard, not only by the US Navy, but also the US citizens due 
to it’s history of service and valor during the Quasi-War and the War of 1812. It 
was met with great public acclaim after its victories in these wars, but over time 
the ship became obsolete and slowly broke down, putting it at risk of destruction. 
Although campaigns in the nineteenth century had raised funds to keep Constitution afloat, the high price of maintenance left the 
Constitution damaged and rotting in Boston Harbor by the early 20th century.

In September 1897 the USS Constitution returned to Boston from Portsmouth Navy Yard, after being used as a Navy barracks ship 
for many years. There was no plan set in place for it’s future, and the ship sat in the water for over 7 years at the point Gulesian read 
the article. As days turned into years, the ship simply was just a hulk of floating metal and wood, long forgotten by the public. It lay 
utterly motionless until the first plan for Old Ironsides was assembled: to be used as target practice by newer, more powerful ships. 
Gulesian decided that he couldn’t let this happen. To him, the boat signified power and strength, but also American history. It was a 
new found, physical representation of the patriotism he felt toward his adopted country.

Born in Marash, Armenia (now Turkey), Gulesian moved to New York by himself in 1883 at the age of 17. He knew absolutely 
no one, and slept on a park bench while he struggled to find a place to live. Luckily, he made friends with locals in the Armenian 
community, who helped him find lodging and work. He worked in a rug factory in New York before moving to Worcester, where 
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he studied English and worked in a coppersmith’s shop. Using his knowledge in metalworking from his time in Armenia, Gulesian 
was able to quickly become skilled in the metalworking trade. He moved to Boston two years later, and worked as a coppersmith 
there for two years before opening his own metalworking shop in 1889. He made a fortune through his metalworking and real esta-
te businesses, and with that fortune he decided to do good. In 1901 Guelsian’s firm was commissioned to create copper replicas of 
the lion and unicorn on top of the Old State House in Boston to replace the old wooden models. He included a time capsule inside 
the lion’s head containing important papers and current newspapers, which was opened in 2014.

In 1894 a series of massacres of Armenians by the Turkish government began, destroying local villages and killing hundreds of 
thousands of people. These killings were a deadly prelude to the Armenian Genocide, which began in 1915. Gulesian became 
highly involved in humanitarian and relief efforts for his countrymen, reaching out to the Armenians flowing into Ellis Island and 
offering them shelter and work in Boston.  As the death toll rose to over 500,000, he put more resources into contacting refugees 
and even opened up his factories in Waltham as places for people to sleep at night. He was also a member of the Friends of Arme-
nia, a Boston based group that advocated for the rights of their brethren and helped organize relief efforts. In 1894 Gulesian trave-
led with a delegation to Washington DC to persuade Secretary of State Walter Gresham to appoint an Armenian to a commission 
that would investigate the massacres in Turkey.  He was a good man who never forgot his heritage and culture, and devoted himself 
to philanthropic work. The factories he opened up to refugees were the ones that my great grandparents worked in, and they are 
near the area that my family lived and played around as kids, about a five minute walk from my home. 

Gulesian, after getting word back from the secretary of the Navy that only Congress could sell the Constitution, raised the price by 
$5,000 to a bid of $15,000. However by that time the awareness of the USS Constitution’s fate was getting publicity and wides-
pread attention, leading to protests calling for the ship to be saved. Gulesian got over 30,000 signatures on a petition to Congress to 
save the Constitution, and on January 18th, 1906, Congress voted to have the Committee on Naval Affairs determine how much a 
full restoration of the Constitution would cost. The US Government appropriated $100,000 to restore the ship that summer, starting 
its first modern restoration of the warship in the 20th century. Ten years later, Gulesian was elected the President of the Old Iron-
side Association, a group that advocated for preserving the ship. He was also a member of the Sons of the American Revolution, 
becoming the first immigrant to join the organization. Moses Gulesian died in 1951, but is remembered for his philanthropic work, 
his passion for American history, and his efforts to save the USS Constitution. 

Summer 2021 Exterior Tours
By Mary Rinehart

We are more than happy to announce that the modified version of our high school summer volunteer program was a success!
Despite the State House remaining closed all summer due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, we were able to host 30 very en-
thusiastic students from 20 different towns across the state, who volunteered over 1,500 combined hours of service as tour guides.
The students were very flexible and eager about learning new material and conducting tours in all sorts of weather from Ashburton 
Park. 
We began to run our program again in April of 2021, by offering outside tours by appointment, which was the first time visitors 
were allowed on State House grounds since the building shut down in March, 2020. 
Tourists began coming more and more regularly, due to our location directly on Boston’s Freedom Trail, and during the week of 
Harborfest and Independence Day, we started our visitor engagement program. 
This consisted of a sign out on Beacon Street, with one staff member and one volunteer handing out brochures and flags, while 
encouraging the many tourists walking the Freedom Trail to take a 20 minute tour of the State House “from the outside looking in.” 
We greeted visitors from many states including Alabama, California, Florida, Louisiana, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Missouri, New 
York, Pennyslvania, Virginia, and Texas, and even a few visitors from Mexico and Costa Rica.
We asked the students to write a reflection at the end of the summer and we included a few excerpts from their writings:
Ava W. said “people I was giving tours to were mainly visitors from various states, so it was amazing to learn about and engage 
with people from all parts of the country. I believe I improved my presentation skills as well as my interpersonal skills. I gave the 
most intriguing tour to a family from New York City, and we had some great conversations. We were able to connect and they offe-
red information about the 9/11 Memorial, including how it connects to the Firefighters Memorial in Ashburton Park at the Massa-
chusetts State House.”
Jonas W. said “as a tour guide at the Massachusetts State House not only did I learn a lot of history but I also improved my public 
speaking as well as conversation skills. I really enjoyed my time not only meeting and interacting with co-workers but also meeting 
the people taking the tours. The biggest take away I gained from this program is that although your public speaking ability and 
knowledge of the material is important, it is only two-thirds of the puzzle. In order to give the best experience possible and a me-

morable tour, you must engage with the groups through conversation and communication.”
Nathan R. said “I loved being a tour guide at the Mas-
sachusetts State House. I learned a lot about history, 
architecture and our state government. My favorite tour 
I gave was my second one, which I gave on my second 
day as a certified guide. The people were visiting from 
Florida and were very friendly and thankful.”
Since we couldn’t gather all together at one time, Se-
cretary Galvin provided a pizza lunch and appreciation 
each day of the week for all of our volunteers and staff. 
Citations and mugs were of course provided! Here is a 
group of some of our volunteers, interns and staff!


