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ANN HARTNESS HAS A PASSION FOR BRAZIL. “I’VE LOVED BRAZIL  
since I lived there in my early 20s,” Hartness says. (See related 
article, p. 33.) Now, as Head Librarian for the Nettie Lee Benson 
Latin American Collection at the University of Texas at Austin, 
Hartness shares her enthusiasm and knowledge with scholars 
and students as she oversees the most comprehensive university 
collection of Latin American resources in the world. Currently, the 
collection houses over 900,000 bound volumes and other published 
and archival resources that provide in-depth documentation on 
Mexico, Central and South America, the Caribbean, and the U.S.  
Southwest when that area was part of Spanish or Mexican territory, 
as well as all aspects of Latino Studies in the United States. 

The Benson is unusual in that it houses rare books and papers 
and is also a contemporary library. The library’s collection began 
as an endowment of rare books and manuscripts relating to 
Mexico and has grown from there. This impressive accumula-
tion during the last eighty years has information dating back 
to the fifteenth century. The collection of Mexican bibliophile 
Genaro García, containing over 25,000 volumes and 250,000 
pages of original manuscripts, was purchased by the university 
in 1921 to form a strong foundation for the collection. In 1937, 

the university acquired 247 volumes from 
the Joaquín García Icazbalceta collection, 
including sixteenth-century relaciones 
geográficas, reports and maps relating 
to Mexico and Guatemala, and 45 of the 
first books printed in the New World, pub-
lished in Mexico between 1543 and 1600, 
on language, science, history, music, and 
religion. “We not only have manuscripts,” 
Hartness says, “but in the regular book 
collection, we have the secondary sources 
to back up the primary sources—all under 
one roof.” 

The collection adds approximately 1,500 
volumes every month, as well as intermit-
tent finds throughout the year. Hartness 
says the library is the lucky recipient of 
many gifts. “Many authors send books, 
and often retiring professors give us their 
personal collections. Last week, the Consul 
General of Ecuador was here to present 
books to the library.” 

When it comes to finding new gems for 
the collection, Hartness and her team are 
always on the hunt. Each year, Benson 
staffers make several trips to Latin America 
to acquire special new materials for the 
library. “We’re looking for things we can’t 
get from book dealers, like publications 
from government agencies. We visit uni-
versity departments and meet with authors 

The Nettie Lee 
Benson Latin Amer-
ican Collection by 
the Numbers
900,000 books, 
periodicals, and 
pamphlets.
2,500 linear feet of 
manuscripts.
170,000 photo-
graphs.
19,000 maps.
42,000 microforms.
11,500 broadsides.
38,000 items in 
a variety of other 
media, including 
sound record-
ings, drawings, 
videotapes and 
cassettes, slides, 
transparencies, 
posters, memora-
bilia, and electronic 
media.
More than 60,000 
periodical titles 
(including 8,000 
currently received 
titles).

to find all kinds of amazing published materials.” 
Historians and scholars take advantage of the centralized 

location of the many different sources that make it easier to do 
multinational research without having to travel from country to 
country. “We have visiting researchers from all over the world,” 
Hartness says. “Most of my time is spent talking with people.”

Nicolas Shumway, Director of LLILAS, believes the Nettie Lee 
Benson Latin American Collection to be one of the most visible 
signs of the university’s commitment to the study of Latin America. 
“One of the ironies of the library collection is that people from 
Latin America frequently want to come here to study because 
this is one of the few places you can actually study Latin America 
as a whole,” Shumway says. “Mexico is a great place to study 
Mexico. Argentina is a great place to study Argentina. But when 
you try to study Latin America as a whole, you need to be in a 
place like the University of Texas with the resources of the Ben-
son Latin American Collection.”

The Benson Collection hosts an extensive Web-based exhibit 
highlighting its holdings. This currently includes the papers of 
Argentine writer Julio Cortázar and Chilean author Gabriela 
Mistral, and maps from the seventeeth and eighteenth centuries 
depicting Mexico, Latin America, and the Caribbean. See them 
for yourself at the Benson Latin American Collection Web site 
at http://www.lib.utexas.edu/benson/. ✹
 

Pieces from the Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection 
include, clockwise: La comedia humana: Semanario festivo, 
político-social y de actualidades (16 septiembre 1905), pub-
lished in Chile; Relacion geográfica de Cempoala (Mexico: 1580); 
Antiphonarium (Mexico: Petrum Ocharte, 1589); Molina’s Parrot 
from Sclater and Hudson, Argentine Ornithology: A Descriptive 
Catalogue of the Birds of the Argentine Republic (London: R. H. 
Porter, 1888-89), vol. 2: plate 14.
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