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FOREWORD

T

he most “American” of all genre of book collecting is surely
“Americana.” This statement is more than a simple tautology. Early
Americana – the literature of discovery and travel in the New World from
the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries – has been the area of
choice for America’s major book collectors from the beginning.
Collections of early Americana, in turn, have formed the core of some of
the truly great collections in this country: in New York, Providence, Ann
Arbor, and Minneapolis.
To this important tradition, Jay Kislak has brought his own compass.
The collection that he has formed over the past thirty-five years and more
does not imitate those of his predecessors. To be sure, he has acquired
many of the highspots in the field: original printings of works by
Columbus, Cortés, Las Casas, and others. But he has targeted three areas
in particular: colonial Mexico, especially Maya culture and the recovery of
its past; the discovery and colonization of Florida; and colonial America.
He has superimposed on these areas his own commitment to materials
with genuine scholarly value. Thus, he has been exceptionally astute in
acquiring important documents, letters, and manuscripts from the period.
It is these that underscore the collection’s uniqueness and its distinctive
personality.
The present exhibit attempts to present books and manuscripts
illustrative of the core of the collection. It looks closely at some of the
ways in which the Spanish imagined and recorded their experiences
among the peoples of the New World. In so doing, the exhibit also
attempts to suggest ways in which the Kislak Collection opens up
numerous research possibilities. However, what is on display represents
only a small part of the collection as a whole.
The Penn community is fortunate to be able to sample some of the
fruits of Mr. Kislak’s efforts over the years. This is the first time a major
selection from his collection has been seen outside of Florida. The
University Library is grateful to him, to his Director, Arthur Dunkelman,
and to the Kislak Foundation for their openness to the idea of an exhibit
at Penn and for their generosity and cooperation in working with us on it.

Michael Ryan
Director of Special Collections
University of Pennsylvania Library
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