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A LEGAL
MISCELLANEA

A Newsletter for the Friends
of the Jacob Burns Law Library

Volume 8, Number 2, Autumn 2011: The George Washington University Law School

Der Fanatismus, oder Jean Calas (1780)
Robert O. Steele, Cataloging Librarian

O

ne of the Law Library’s recent
acquisitions is the first edition
of Christian Felix Weisse’s Der
Fanatismus, oder Jean Calas, published
in 1780. The only copy of the work
owned by a law library in the United
States, it is a welcome addition to
our growing collection of some
twenty-two works inspired by one of
the most notorious and politicallyloaded murder cases of the eighteenth
century, a case that combined religious
conflict, fears of conspiracies, and
debates over the legitimacy of torture
still resonant today.

KEEPING TRUE SCHOLARSHIP
ALIVE: The Richard & Diane Cummins
Legal History Research Grant for 2012

GW

Law has invited
applications
for the inaugural Richard & Diane Cummins Legal History Research
Grant. The first grant recipient will begin research in the
Law Library’s Special Collections in 2012.
The Cummins Research
Grant provides a stipend of
$10,000 to support shortterm historical research using
Special Collections at the
Law Library, which is noted
for its continental historical
Dick and Diane Cummins, on board the ms
legal collections, especially
Rotterdam (August, 2011).
its French Collection, with
strengths in Roman and canon law, church-state relations, and international law, and its many incunabula holdings.
The grant is awarded to one doctoral, LL.M., or S.J.D. candidate,
postdoctoral researcher, faculty member, or independent scholar. The
successful candidate may come from a variety of disciplines, including,
but not limited to, law, history, religion, philosophy, or bibliography.
Interested scholars submit an application, research proposal, and letters
(continued on page 11)

CONGRATULATIONS TO MICHEL MORIN, RECIPIENT OF THE INAUGURAL
RICHARD & DIANE CUMMINS LEGAL HISTORY RESEARCH GRANT.

“The Cruel Death of Calas, who was broke on the
wheel at Toulouse, March 27, 1762.” Frontispiece
of an English chapbook.
(continued on page 2)

Professor Michel Morin, of the University of Montreal’s Faculty of Law, plans to
use the French customary law works in Special Collections to research his proposed
subject, “The Elimination of Lay Law-Finders from Customary Law Adjudication in
France during the Ancien Régime.” He plans to be in residence at GW Law during
part of the spring 2012 semester.

Courtesy of Holland America Line NV

SPECIAL
COLLECTIONS
FOCUS:

(Der Fanatismus, oder Jean Calas from page 1)

Weisse’s five-act tragedy dramatizes the trial of Jean
Calas, an eighteenth-century Protestant merchant accused of murdering his son, Marc Antoine, in the family
home in Toulouse in 1761. At first the family claimed
Marc Antoine had been murdered by an intruder, then
that he had committed suicide, which was a far more
scandalous death: the bodies of suicides in Toulouse
were dragged naked through the streets, then exhibited
on a gibbet.1 Dark rumors circulated of a Protestant
conspiracy against Marc Antoine’s life to punish him
for secretly converting to Catholicism. The investigating magistrate sentenced five people to preliminary
torture before indictment; the procedure was appealed
to the Parlement, or high court, of Toulouse, a town
“distinguished among French cities by its possession of
the longest and most infamous history of this form of
interrogation.”2 Of all the defendants, only Jean Calas
was found guilty. He was tortured, all the while refusing to confess or incriminate others, then broken on
the wheel, a particularly painful form of capital punishment reserved for the most heinous crimes such as the
murder of a family member. Calas was stretched across a
cartwheel, then beaten with a club until his bones broke,
after which he was strangled, and finally burned. As was
customary, his property was confiscated; his family, now
destitute, was driven into exile.
The case soon became a cause célèbre. The philosophe
Voltaire, author of Candide and one of the Enlightenment’s most influential intellects, launched a campaign
to reverse the sentence and exonerate the family. L’affaire
Calas was the inspiration for Voltaire’s Traité sur la tolerance, which attacked the religious bigotry he believed
lay behind the case’s miscarriage of justice, as well as his
Histoire d’Elisabeth Canning et des Calas, which argued
for a more effective appeals procedure. Voltaire also
treated the case in his Commentaire sur le livre Des Délits
et des peines, an analysis of Cesare Beccaria’s Dei delitti
e delle pene, itself an early attack on inhumane punishments. Ultimately the Conseil royal in Paris reversed
the sentence, far too late for Calas, and the family was
granted a token financial compensation by the king.3
Numerous works were inspired by the Calas affair in
the eighteenth century, including a treatise on forensic
medicine (which offered guidelines for distinguishing
between the bodies of suicides and murder victims)4
popular engravings of the Calas family’s last farewells,
impassioned political pamphlets, and at least seven plays
(including a Dutch work published in 1766).5 Weisse’s

Voltaire at about the time he was involved in the Calas case. Engraving
published as the frontispiece to his Philosophical Dictionary (London, 1843).
Courtesy of Biola University.

Der Fanatismus is a neo-Classical tragedy with sentimental overtones, piling up lengthy emotional speeches
and polemical attacks on religious fanaticism while
avoiding direct representations of violence, standard
procedure for serious drama of the time. Weisse was a
prolific playwright and children’s author who is relatively
unknown today, his fame tarnished by attacks during his
lifetime by the celebrated German Enlightenment critic
and playwright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing.6 He authored
1L
 isa Silverman, Tortured Subjects: Pain, Truth, and the Body in Early Modern
France (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2001), 157.
2 Silverman, 5.
3 Edna Nixon, Voltaire and the Calas Case (London: Gollancz, 1961), 198-200.
4 Antoine Louis, Mémoire sur une question anatomique relative à la jurisprudence
(Paris: G. Cavalier, 1961), cited in Silverman, 158.
5 Athanase Coquerel fils, Jean Calas et sa famille: étude historique d’après les
documents originaux (Paris: Joel Cherbuliez, 1858), 509.
6F
 riedhelm Radandt, From Baroque to Storm and Stress, 1720-1775 (New York:
Barnes & Noble, 1977), 71.

(continued on next page)
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adaptations of Shakespeare, French-inspired operettas,
and a periodical for children, Der Kinderfreund.
The 1780 edition of Der Fanatismus owned by the
Law Library begins with a passage taken from Voltaire’s
Traité sur la tolérance, clearly indicating the play’s ideology; the preface seems to claim that part of Weisse’s
dialogue is taken directly from court transcriptions (leaf
2 verso). As one critic points out: “Weisse advocates
documentary fidelity as more effective than any poetic
adaptation in securing … pathos.”7 Indeed, although
graphic depictions of torture are banished from the stage
in Der Fanatismus, Weisse was well aware of the salutary
effect of observed violence; in fact, he required his own
children to witness at least one execution: “Despite the

“The case soon became a
cause célèbre. The philosophe
Voltaire, author of Candide and
one of the Enlightenment’s most
influential intellects, launched a
campaign to reverse the sentence
and exonerate the family.”
feelings of compassion and the unpleasant sensations
that may be aroused by the sight of the execution of
this criminal … I hope, indeed I insist, no matter what
the effort it may cost you, that you be present.”8 One
wonders what the “edifying discussions” that reportedly
ensued may have entailed: dire warnings of similar fates
for naughty children, as one critic of his children’s tales
assumes,9 or sorrowful meditations on the barbarity of
public executions?
French academician Paul Hazard called Weisse’s
children’s tales “about as natural as family portraits or
wax mannequins;”10 we might have similar reservations
about his drama. Do the pathetic family farewells at the

7 Frederick Burwick, Illusion and the Drama: Critical Theory of the
Englightenment and Romantic Era (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1991), 118.
8 Maria Tatar, Off With Their Heads!: Fairy Tales and the Culture of Childhood
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 47.
9 Tatar, 47.
10 Paul Hazard, Books, Children & Men, trans. Marguerite Mitchell (Boston:
Horn Book, 1944), 40.

end of Der Fanatismus, or Voltaire’s publicizing of the
plight of the Calas family, add or detract from the issues
at the heart of the Calas case? Do the tears of Weisse’s
audience and our shock and indignation at Calas’s horrifying death illuminate or obscure fundamental questions of guilt and innocence? Does emotional impact or
graphic display lead more smoothly to just decisions?
Reconsidering the affaire Calas can help us understand
the links between passion and truth, between the desire
for justice and sympathy for the victims of torture still at
the heart of public debate today. A
Sources consulted:
Burwick, Frederick. Illusion and the Drama: Critical Theory
of the Enlightenment and Romantic Era. University Park, PA:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991.
Coquerel, Athanase, fils. Jean Calas et sa famille: étude historique
d’après les documents originaux. Paris: Joel Cherbuliez, 1858.
Hazard, Paul. Books, Children & Men, tr. Marguerite Mitchell.
Boston: Horn Book, 1944.
Louis, Antoine. Mémoire sur une question anatomique relative à
la jurisprudence, dans lequel on établit les principes pour distinguer
à l’inspection d’un corps trouvé pendu les signes du suicide d’avec
ceux de l’assassinat. Paris: P.G. Cavalier, 1763.
Nixon, Edna. Voltaire and the Calas Case. London: Gollancz,
1961.
Radandt, Friedhelm. From Baroque to Storm and Stress, 17201775. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1977.
Silverman, Lisa. Tortured Subjects: Pain, Truth, and the Body in
Early Modern France. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001.
Tatar, Maria. Off With Their Heads!: Fairy Tales and the Culture
of Childhood. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992.
Voltaire. L’Affaire Calas, ed. Jacques van den Heuvel. Paris:
Gallimard, 1975. Includes Histoire d’Élisabeth Canning et des Calas
(74-86), Traité sur la tolerance à l’occasion de la mort de Jean Calas
(88-194), and Commentaire sur le livre Des Délits et des peines
(237-284).
Weisse, C. F. Der Fanatismus, oder, Jean Calas: ein historisches
Schauspiel in fünf Aufzügen: samt einer kurzen Geschichte von
seinem Tode. Frankfurt und Liepzig: [s.n.], 1780.

FOR INFORMATION
on the topics covered in this newsletter, Special
Collections, or the Friends, please contact the editor,
Jennie C. Meade, Director of Special Collections, at
jmeade@law.gwu.edu or (202) 994-6857.
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DID YOU KNOW?
A Legal Miscellanea is online!
From its inception in 2004, A Legal Miscellanea has appeared online at the website of the Friends of the Jacob Burns
Law Library at http://www.law.gwu.edu/Library/Friends/Pages/LegalMiscellanea.aspx/ in addition to its traditional
paper copy. The entire run of A Legal Miscellanea also appears in HeinOnline, a fully-searchable image-based databank, both in the Law Journal Library and Spinelli’s Law Librarian’s Reference Shelf. It also is available to HeinOnline subscribers as an e-journal through a direct link in U.S. library catalogues and catalogues worldwide, including
Australia, Canada, Germany, Hong Kong, Israel, Italy, The Netherlands, New Zealand, and the U.K. With these
options, A Legal Miscellanea is easily accessible even if the hard copy isn’t close at hand.
For copies of current or back issues in paper, please contact Jennie Meade at jmeade@law.gwu.edu.

THE LATEST FROM THE
NEW YORK CITY BAR
In mid-November, 2011, the Law Library received
the latest shipment of books from the historical foreign
law collection of the Association of the Bar of the City
of New York. This is the most recent stage in an ongoing
project that eventually will relocate the Bar’s renowned
collection of historical foreign law from the eighteenth,
nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries to the Law
Library’s Special Collections.
The November shipment comprises materials from
Italy and Belgium, a total of approximately 456 linear
feet (215 boxes). Italy (125 boxes) and Belgium (90
boxes) follow hard on the heels of Germany (350 large
boxes), now in the final stages of processing. The Law
Library received the French segment of this collection
in 2009, which included the Bar’s entire historical French
law collection, plus its international books written in
French (around 400 boxes, or 810 linear feet). The agreement to transfer the historical foreign law materials from
ABCNY followed GW’s 2007 acquisition of the Bar’s important rare French law book collection of 269 titles (600
volumes) and a segment of the Bar’s rare early foreign
law materials. A

PROFESSOR STARRS ON
MERIWETHER LEWIS
GW Professor Emeritus of Law and Forensic Sciences
James E. Starrs returned to the American Association of
Law Libraries annual meeting in July, 2011, to deliver his
presentation “‘Digging’ Legal History in Philadelphia:
The Meriwether Lewis Project.” The project, now in
progress at the request of the Lewis family, aims to secure
the approval of the U.S. Park Service for the exhumation
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of the remains of Meriwether Lewis to determine whether
his 1809 death at a frontier inn along Tennessee’s Natchez
Trace was a suicide, or a murder.
Death and drollery. Professor Starrs captured the attention of his audience by combining details of the events
surrounding Lewis’s death with asides that provided
amusement plus insight. He analyzed the hypotheses
for murder versus suicide, and offered plausible motives
for murder, plus reasons why Lewis’s suicide might be
considered unlikely. A detailed review of the science that
could provide evidence to resolve the mysteries clinging
to the death of Meriwether Lewis concluded Professor
Starrs’s powerpoint lecture. Consistent with his prior
appearances at AALL presenting installments in his
“Digging Legal History” series, “The Meriwether Lewis
Project” received high marks in all categories by audience
reviewers.
And next: The Boston Strangler. The person lodged
in the public consciousness as the Boston Strangler never
stood trial for the murders of eleven women in the Boston area from 1962 to 1964. Although defense attorney
F. Lee Bailey obtained the confession of Albert DeSalvo,
no physical evidence linked DeSalvo to the killings, and
his versions of the killings did not harmonize fully with
the facts. Professor Starrs led the team that performed
the exhumation and re-autopsy of Mary Sullivan, the
Strangler’s purported last victim, and DeSalvo, both at
the request of the families. Professor Starrs will follow up
on his December, 2011, Travel Channel interview about
the Strangler when he returns to AALL this summer in
Boston to discuss the forensic evidence obtained during re-examination, and how this evidence destroyed the
credibility of DeSalvo’s claim to be the Boston Strangler.
“‘Digging’ Legal History in Boston: The Case of the Boston Strangler” is scheduled for Monday, July 23, 2012, at
12:00 p.m. A

ELECTRONIC
ACQUISITIONS UPDATE
Nicole Harris, Head of Electronic Services

This year, the Law Library has continued to add
more specialized databases to its already substantial
online collection.
The Law Library’s American and French legal
history collections received a boost with subscriptions to Gale’s The Making of Modern Law: Primary
Sources, 1620-1926, and French Royal Acts, 1256-1794
(Actes royaux français, 1256-1794). Primary Sources,
1620-1926 is a searchable digital archive of American
legal history primary documents, including published
records of the American colonies, materials issued by
state constitutional conventions, state and municipal
codes, city charters, law dictionaries and more. French
Royal Acts is part of Gale’s Archives Unbound database,
an online platform which provides access to topical
digital collections of historical documents. French
Royal Acts includes approximately 16,000 pamphlets,
which cover the legislative and administrative history
of France, as well as other aspects of French life. Document types include arrêts, mémoires, lettres patentes,
ordonnances, and others, the majority of which are
concentrated in the eighteenth century.
New databases enhance the Law Library’s environmental law collection, including The Clean Air Act
Amendments of 1990: Reduction of Acid Rain, Urban Air
Pollution, and Environmental Policy, also from Gale’s
Archives Unbound. Included are essential documents
on the promulgation and implementation of the Clean
Air Act Amendments (CAAA) of 1990 and other
environmental issues, such as endangered species and
protection of American wetlands. Several digital news
and current awareness services increase the breadth
of online resources available to environmental law
researchers. Inside EPA.com is an online news service

providing full-text access to eight newsletters with indepth reporting on federal policy in five areas: defense,
trade, health care, energy, and the environment. The
Law Library subscribes to the electronic version of
four publications accessible from the Environment
and Energy (E&E) Online Publications website:
ClimateWire, Environment & Energy Daily, Greenwire, and Land Letter. The online Manual of European
Environmental Policy is easy to use and fully searchable. Each environmental policy topic (for example, air
quality, climate change, industrial pollution, water and
marine, etc.) contains an overview and analysis of relevant EU directives, regulations, and European Court
of Justice decisions with links to full-text documents.
Expansion of existing subscriptions continues with
the addition of new material from Wolters Kluwer/
CCH IntelliConnect and HeinOnline. Kluwer Patent
Law is the complete international patent library that
encompasses Kluwer Manual IP, treatises and journals.
While it is accessible from the library’s IntelliConnect
subscription, Kluwer Patent Law is a stand-alone product. From IntelliConnect, search by title in the Intellectual Property section, or by “Practice Tool,” and select
Kluwer Patent Law, which will launch in a new browser
window. A new HeinOnline library, Hague Academy
of Collected Courses, offers access to the official publications of The Hague Academy in fully-searchable
PDF format. Collected Courses of the Hague Academy
of International Law is “an encyclopaedic publication
on private and international law,” and the complete
archive dating back to its 1923 inception is available
through Hein’s new library. Also included in the library
are official publications from the workshops organized
by the Academy, as well as The Law Books of the Academy, a collection of works published by the Centre for
Studies and Research. Hein’s History of International
Law Collection provides access to manuscripts and serials dating to 1690 on subjects such as the Nuremberg
Trials, Law of the Sea, and International Arbitration. A

JOIN THE FRIENDS!
It’s easy—a donation of any amount supports Law Library collections and makes you a FRIEND!
CALL (202) 994-1375 or VISIT www.law.gwu.edu/Library/Friends/Pages/Join.aspx
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BACKSTORY

HELEN NEWMAN

Special Collections and University Archives, The Gelman Library, The George Washington University

GW’S TRAILBLAZING
LAW LIBRARIAN

In a league of her own: Helen Newman, GW’s first professional law librarian

I

f Miss Helen Catherine Newman had dressed appropriately for the role fate assigned her in law librarianship, she would have sported a coonskin cap, fringed
buckskins and moosehide moccasins. Then she would
have looked the part as well as played it while she pioneered first as GW Law’s first professional librarian,
and later as the first woman to serve as Librarian of the
United States Supreme Court. Along the way she became
co-incorporator and president of the American Association of Law Libraries, and co-founder and president of
the Law Librarians’ Society for the District of Columbia.
6
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These are but a few of the ground-breaking achievements of Helen Newman (1904-1965), the canny dynamo
whose intelligence, perseverance, and force of personality
made her a leader among law librarians in the first half of
the twentieth century.
About Helen. When in 2010 the American Association
of Law Libraries announced the first inductees into its
newly-established Hall of Fame, Helen Newman was
recognized as one of sixteen “Pioneers,” so designated
“because of the critical roles they played in the formation

and early development of AALL.”1 Helen spent her entire
professional life at two libraries: George Washington Law,
and the Library of the U.S. Supreme Court. This would
be somewhat unusual today, when law librarians tend
to be more mobile, and often rove among a number of
institutions during the course of their careers. She was
a native Washingtonian, a rare breed then as now, and
attended Western High School in Georgetown (now the
Duke Ellington School of the Arts). With straight As,
Helen was valedictorian of her class, and thrived on
competition in athletics as well as in academe: she was
captain of the girls’ basketball team, a crack ice skater,
and fine swimmer. She also captained her debating team,
setting the cornerstone for her later reputation as a persuasive orator whose “forceful and compelling speeches”
proved invaluable in winning support for her agenda at
AALL meetings.2 Helen was a natural leader.
Helen at GW Law. After Western, Helen went on to GW
where she received her LL.B. with distinction in 1925,
achieving membership in the Order of the Coif, and
was awarded her LL.M. in 1927. During law school she
worked as assistant librarian in the Law Library (then located on the second floor of 1435 K Street, NW), and also
served as Secretary of the Law School. By 1927, Helen was
Law Librarian at GW, where she stayed until 1941, going
on to assume the Associate Librarian position at the Supreme Court. She became Librarian of the Court in 1947,
where she remained until her death in 1965.
By all accounts, Helen Newman was an effective and
talented law librarian whose outstanding ability was
recognized in the early days of her career. GW (and later
University of Michigan) antitrust professor S. Chesterfield (“Oppie”) Oppenheim, in his memorial “Helen in
Academe,” speaks of Helen’s creativity and “unremitting perseverance” in building GW’s law collection with
limited funds. Always mindful of stretching her budget,
she traded copies of law reviews with other institutions
to obtain issues not held by the Law Library and targeted
government sources to acquire specialized materials. The
collection of law reviews she built was said to be the equal
of any collection in the District of Columbia. In a climate
of limited resources, Helen’s ingenuity was her key to
developing an excellent working collection for students
and faculty.
By the fall of 1925, when Helen was assistant, the Law
School had moved into its new quarters, Stockton Hall
(which it still occupies), at 720 20th Street, NW. The Law
Library occupied most of the fourth (top) floor, sharing
the space with several professors’ offices. At the time of

the move to Stockton Hall, the Library’s collection was
stated as “more than 10,000 volumes.” In 1929, Helen
established a modern card catalogue using Library of
Congress cards, and began submitting annual reports

“With straight As, Helen was
valedictorian of her class, and
thrived on competition in
athletics as well as in academe;
she was captain of the girls’
basketball team, a crack ice skater,
and fine swimmer. She also
captained her debating team...
Helen was a natural leader.”
to the University Librarian in 1930-1931. The Faculty
Library Committee was instituted during Helen’s tenure.
In 1928-1929, the Law Library held approximately 12,000
volumes, and by 1936, 18,073 volumes, with an appropriation for books and periodicals of $2,601.
Helen: GW Law’s “first” rare books librarian. Consistent with her broad intelligence and inquiring nature,
Helen maintained a serious ongoing interest in historical materials and in the history of the law school. It was
due to Helen’s keen eye and discernment that some of
the most important historical materials held by the Law
Library today were discovered: the William Thomas
Carroll notebooks. Decades before the University purchased the Carnegie Endowment collection, which set the
cornerstone for the Law Library’s Grotius collection, and
the 2002 acquisition of the Payrat library (the foundation
of the French Collection), Helen found and rescued from
obscurity the unique manuscript volumes of notes taken
by William Thomas Carroll (1802-1863) as a student at
the Litchfield Law School (1823-1825). Mr. Carroll, with
William Cranch, was one of the first two professors of
law at Columbian College (GW’s earliest incarnation)
from 1826-1828. He later was Clerk of the U.S. Supreme
Court, and served in this position until his death.
Helen left extensive notes regarding her serendipitous
find. She first had observed the notebooks in 1923 during
her early days with the Law Library as an assistant. The
Carroll notebooks had resided on the open shelves in the
1

F
 rank G. Houdek, “Introducing the AALL Hall of Fame: AALL Announces Its
Inaugural Class of Inductees to the Hall of Fame,” AALL Spectrum 14:9 (July
2010), 13.

2

B
 ernita Davies, “Ín Memory of Helen,” Law Library Journal 59:2 (May 1966), 160.

(continued on page 8)
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Special Collections, The George Washington University Law Library

“Baron and feme” (1823?-1825?), a leaf from the notebooks of William Thomas Carroll, Litchfield Law student and one of GW Law’s first professors.

Law Library, anonymous and uncatalogued, shelved with
law texts under “C.” According to Helen, no one seemed
to know what they were, or why they might be significant.
Ten years later, in 1933, she was in the process of researching for a paper on William Cranch when she found a reference to Cranch and Carroll assisting in the establishment
of the first law school in the City of Washington. She made
a mental connection to the Carroll notebooks. After she
verified that Carroll and Cranch were the first “GW” law
professors, Helen’s further research and close work with
the notebooks enabled her to postulate with confidence
that the notebooks comprised notes taken by Carroll during his course of study at Litchfield, and that he used at
least certain of them as lecture notes as professor of law at
Columbian College in 1826.
Two of these notebooks are written in shorthand.
Although examples of Litchfield notes in shorthand now
are known to exist in other collections, they are extremely
scarce; at the time Helen was sleuthing, the Carroll shorthand notebooks at GW were thought to be unique.

Rare books usually are obtained through purchase,
gift, or bequest. Helen’s strike illustrates the fourth method: recognizing the significance of heretofore-ignored
pieces already in the library. She alone was responsible for
making the intellectual discovery of the William Thomas
Carroll notebooks, which unquestionably are the most
important pieces of historical legal Americana in the Law
Library’s collection today.
Helen at the Supreme Court. Helen was appointed
Associate Librarian of the Supreme Court by Chief
Justice Harlan Stone in 1942, and became Librarian in
1947. In Chief Justice Earl Warren’s memorial tribute to
Helen (1966), he noted her myriad skills and talents as a
librarian, but reserved his greatest praise for her enduring contributions to the Court’s library: enhancing its
collection, improving its physical facilities, and providing
the high quality and broad scope of service for which she
had been noted throughout her career, and which served
as a model for her staff. During her service to the Court,
(continued on next page)
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Special Collections, The George Washington University Law Library

Two notes written in 1950 by Mr. Justice Frankfurter to U.S. Supreme Court Librarian Helen Newman

its collection increased from approximately 125,000 to
200,000 volumes.3
During her tenure at the Supreme Court, Helen
was especially careful to keep Court business from her
conversations, and was noted for her discretion (an
acknowledged sine qua non for that position). She never
discussed any subject which might relate to her duties
at the Court. In a 1950 quote from the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, Helen confided that “In this job you just can’t
afford to talk…Suppose there was a ‘leak,’ and someone
found out what the court was going to decide. Can you
imagine it?”4
Notes from Associate Justice Felix Frankfurter to
Helen in the GW Law Library archives reveal a collegial
working relationship, and it seems that in one instance
she averted a gaffe—we know not what, exactly—that
Justice Frankfurter may have been on the verge of committing. His note to her, on Supreme Court stationery,
(pictured above) reads:

May 25, 1950
Supreme Court of the United States
Washington, D.C.
Dear Miss Newman:
Many, many thanks for saving me from one of
the worst of blunders—correcting others when myself
at fault.
Very sincerely yours, Felix Frankfurter
Later the same year, Mr. Justice Frankfurter wrote to
Helen: “Dear Miss Newman, I feel as tho I were a member of the library staff, and so your good wishes came,
as it were, from my own associates. And that is very
cheering. Gratefully yours, Felix Frankfurter.”
3

E
 arl Warren, “Helen in the Court,” Law Library Journal 59:2 (May, 1966), 162.

4

 ALL Archives Exhibit, 1990, “Helen Catherine Newman: A Lifetime of
A
Professional Dedication and Excellence, 4. http://www.library.illinois.edu/
archives/e-records/aall/8501022a/1990Final-scanned.pdf/

(continued on page 10)
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Helen as a colleague. Mr. Justice Frankfurter’s notes
shed light on an aspect of Helen’s persona which consistently was noted by those who worked with her: a collegiality and generosity of spirit which carried her beyond
the duties of her position. She especially was devoted to
welcoming new law librarians into the fold, and reports
of her kindnesses and helpfulness to new colleagues are
numerous. Her interest in people bore no relation to
age or cultural factors. As her longtime colleague
Bernita Davies (University of Illinois) wrote in her
memorial of Helen, her staff at GW Law and the
Supreme Court, her maids, janitors, and cleaning
women, were all her loyal supporters and friends.5

“Rare books usually are obtained through
purchase, gift, or bequest. Helen’s strike
illustrates the fourth method:
recognizing the significance of heretoforeignored pieces already in the library.”
Helen was known universally for her apparently boundless energy, and routinely at AALL meetings was the last
to bed and first to rise for the early-bird meetings the
following day. Happily for her colleagues and friends,
she was not one to deny the fun-loving side of her nature, and was unlikely to turn down the opportunity to
celebrate after a long day of meetings.
“Our Helen,” as she was known proprietarily in the
profession, also was called “Miss AALL,” which aptly
describes the scope of her contributions to the association (which deserves the attention of another article).
She distinguished herself as president, its first executive
secretary-treasurer (AALL’s first paid staff position), an
incorporator (in order that AALL would be eligible to
receive foundation dollars), and managing editor of
Law Library Journal. She was an early and indefatigable
supporter of the then-revolutionary Roalfe Plan of
Expansion for AALL, which set the long-term course
for reorganization and expansion of AALL and its
services, and was appointed chair of the committee.
In this position, she supplied the dynamism to ensure

adoption of the Roalfe Plan by AALL. Of note: in 1936,
Helen and William Roalfe (distinguished director of
USC, Duke, and Northwestern law libraries; also referred
to as “Mr. AALL”6) corresponded about the possibility
of establishing AALL’s headquarters at George Washington University.7
Her unparalleled contributions to AALL would be
understood best through studying her papers, now at the
University of Illinois in the AALL archives. According to
Roger Jacobs, Professor Emeritus of Law at Notre Dame,
who as Librarian at the Supreme Court (1978-1985) effected the transfer of Helen’s AALL files to the archives,
these papers show Helen as a powerful force in AALL,
and provide “the appropriate view of her energy, intelligence, and professional dedication.”8
Helen was honored many times and by many institutions, over the course of many years. Among these recognitions, GW bestowed its Alumni Achievement Award
upon her in 1947, and voted her a position on its Board
of Trustees (1950-1959). AALL awarded her its Citation
of Merit for outstanding service in 1959, only one of
three such ever awarded to AALL members up to that
time, and in 2010 designated her a Pioneer in its Hall of
Fame. AALL also founded the Helen Newman Memorial
Scholarship, first awarded in 1967, and later combined
into AALL’s general scholarship fund.
Upon her death in July, 1965, the flag of the Supreme
Court flew at half-staff for three days for Helen Catherine Newman, GW’s first professional law librarian. A
Sources consulted:
AALL Archives Exhibit, 1990. “Helen Catherine Newman:
A Lifetime of Professional Dedication and Excellence.
http://www.library.illinois.edu/archives/e-records/
aall/8501022a/1990Final-scanned.pdf/
Bernard, Hugh Y. “The Lengthened Shadow: Notes Toward
a History of the George Washington University Law Library.”
Unpublished typescript. The George Washington University
Law Library, Special Collections, Washington DC.
Chiorazzi, Michael. “William R. Roalfe: Builder of Libraries,
Scholar, Association Animal.” http://www.law.arizona.edu/
Library/research/guides/lawlibrarian.cfm?page=research/
Davies, Bernita J. “In Memory of Helen.” Law Library Journal
59:2 (May 1966): 154-161.
Houdek, Frank. “Introducing the AALL Hall of Fame: AALL
Announces Its Inaugural Class of Inductees to the Hall of Fame.”
AALL Spectrum 14:9 (July 2010), 12-15.

5

Bernita Davies, “In Memory of Helen,” 160.

6

 ichael Chiorazzi, “William R. Roalfe: Builder of Libraries, Scholar, Association
M
Animal,” http://www.law.arizona.edu/Library/research/guides/lawlibrarian.
cfm?page=research/

7

AALL Archives Exhibit, 1990, 2.

Newman, Helen. Unpublished typescript notes on the William
Thomas Carroll notebooks, November 19, 1933. The George
Washington University Law Library, Special Collections,
Washington, DC.

8

Jennie Meade correspondence with Professor Roger Jacobs, by e-mail, December
6, 2011.

Warren, Earl. “Helen in the Court.” Law Library Journal 59:2
(May 1966), 162-163.
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(Cummins Research Grant for 2012 from page 1)

LAWLAPALOOZA 2012!
On Wednesday, January 25, the Law Library
will welcome law students and faculty to its annual
Lawlapalooza! This event is a showcase of electronic
research databases available at the Law Library.
Librarians and vendors will bring law students and
faculty up-to-date with the universe of information
resources available online through the Library’s database subscriptions. The event will take place in
the Kelly Lounge from noon to 4:00 p.m.
This year, twelve representatives from some of
the electronic resource vendors that furnish the Law
Library with products and services will attend this information fair to demonstrate their research databases
and provide information for attendees. Librarians will
deliver a series of “Infoblasts”—three- to five-minute
overviews of a research topic or strategy. Six Infoblasts
will run continuously during the event. Among the
Infoblast topics are “Blast from the Past—Historical
Legal Research,” “Googling the Law,” and “Law on the
Free Web.”
And—law student attendees may enter to win a
Kindle Fire! Please consult the eligibility requirements
at http://law.gwu.libguides.com/lawlapalooza.
It’s one of a kind: Lawlapalooza! A

LAWLAPALOOZA ’12
RESEARCH FAIR

JANUARY 25, 2012
NOON—4PM
KELLY & HARD LOUNGES
Sponsored by The Jacob Burns Law Library

research...

know your
stuff!

of support. There is no prescribed start date for use of
the grant except that research at GW must commence
during the calendar year 2012. The time spent researching similarly is flexible; there is no stated minimum or
maximum term for the research visit.
During the visit, the grant recipient will deliver a
presentation to the law faculty about his or her research
in Special Collections, and at the conclusion of the
visit shall submit a research summary to GW Law.
This process encourages dissemination and discussion
of new research, providing an opportunity for crossfertilization of scholarly work across disciplines.
The Cummins Research Grant has been
established through the generosity of Richard and
Diane Cummins, long-term supporters of the Law
Library and ardent francophiles as well as bibliophiles.
Dick Cummins studied comparative law in Paris
and New York, and has practiced international law
in New York, Paris, and Washington. He has taught
comparative law, transactions courses, and seminars
in Roman and Islamic law at GW Law since 1995.
The Law Library has been the recipient of many
books from Dick’s extensive collection of French legal
materials, as well as funds for purchase of important
rare materials for Special Collections (see A Legal
Miscellanea, Vol. 8, No. 1, p. 1 (Spring, 2011), and Vol.
2, No. 1, p. 1 (Spring, 2005)). Both Dick and Diane are
active book collectors and the stewards of a collection
which hovers around 7,000 volumes, many acquired
at out-of-the-way bookstores during their frequent
travels abroad. Law and literature figure prominently
in the Cummins collection.
The genesis of their decision to establish the grant?
According to Diane, it was their interest in “keeping
true scholarship alive.” This goal fits easily into Dick
and Diane’s steadfast support of the Law Library’s
quest to join the ranks of the top law research libraries
in the country, and has proved to be a key factor in the
success of the Law Library’s mission.
Through Dick and Diane’s largesse and creativity
in establishing the Cummins Research Grant, visiting
researchers will have the opportunity to use the rich
legal history resources of Special Collections, and share
and discuss their work with GW’s law faculty.
For information about the Richard & Diane Cummins
Legal History Research Grant, please visit: http://www.
law.gwu.edu/Library/Special_Collections/Pages/
CumminsGrant.aspx. A
Copyright 2011-12, The George Washington University
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