
On Saturday, October 24, books from Wadsworth Library’s Atheneum Collection will be 

offered to anyone wishing to take home a piece of the village’s long educational and cultural history. 

The sale will run from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. at Wadsworth Library, 24 Center Street, Geneseo. 

Folks who’ve seen the flyers in shop windows, on bulletin boards, and elsewhere in the area 

may have already been asking themselves, What exactly is this Atheneum Collection?  A remnant of 

Geneseo’s one-time Atheneum Library, it was established in 1842 by James Wadsworth (1768-1844), 

primarily to serve the students at the (private) Livingston County High School on Temple Hill. But 

here’s the cool part: Old James stipulated that it be open to ALL residents of Livingston County 

– in effect, a free public library. It existed for about 25 years, until it was re-organized in the late 

1860s and established as the present-day Wadsworth Library—transferring all of its holdings, 

including its exquisite book collection, to the “new” brick building at the corner of Center and 

Second Streets. 

Today, it can be hard to imagine what a rare thing a free library once was. Prior to the late 

19th century, the more common type of library was a subscription library, where subscribers would 

pay a yearly fee for the privilege of accessing and borrowing books. But James, along with other like-

minded citizens of his day, was passionate about providing a publicly-funded education to all citizens 

who desired it, regardless of their ability to pay, and the Atheneum was an important step in that 

direction. In this as in so many other civic-minded endeavors, he truly put his money (and property) 

where his mouth was.   

The Atheneum Collection, long ago removed from the Library’s catalog and shelves, has 

been quietly living in the Library’s basement for decades. Sections of it have been sold here and 

there over the years. Most of the nearly 1400 books remaining in Wadsworth Library’s Atheneum 

Collection were published in the early- to mid-1800s, although some are earlier and a few are later 

(added after Wadsworth Library was created). Several bear inscriptions of donors, owners, or 

authors, and all have library markings ranging from a simple handwritten “Atheneum Library” and 

accession numbers at the front, to subsequently-added Wadsworth Library book plates and card 

pockets, to call numbers and gilt-stamped “Atheneum Library” markings on the spine. Their 

condition varies, as might be expected of books this old that had been part of a working collection. 

In May 2014, heavy rains caused flooding in Wadsworth Library’s basement, damaging 

around 250 volumes in the Atheneum Collection. Thanks to the quick response of staff and local 

book dealer Jim Brunner, who was called on to help, the wet books were taken to the Allied Frozen 

Storage facility in Mount Morris where most remain, not yet dry enough to join their fellows in this 

month’s sale. 

The original Atheneum building still exists as the east wing of the house located at 28 Center 

Street, just two doors up from Wadsworth Library. 


