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CONTACT:  

Jim Scheppke



Oregon State Librarian

(503) 378-4367

June 28, 2005

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

State Library Exhibits Its Most Rare and Valuable Book

A book that the Oregon State Library acquired for $4.89 in 1953 that is now valued in the millions will be on view for the first time, beginning in July.

As part of the ongoing centennial celebration of the State Library, the Library will exhibit Photographs of the Columbia River and Oregon by Carleton E. Watkins from July 11, 2005 through September 16, 2005.  The exhibit is the result of a collaboration between the State Library and the Portland Art Museum.  

In the past year, the Portland Art Museum has completed the restoration of the album, with funding provided by an Oregon Heritage Grant from the Oregon Heritage Commission.  Prior to the restoration work, the binding of the album was in poor condition, with the covers detached from the spine.  

A team led by conservator Andrea Delos-Reyes of Corvallis, assisted by Elizabeth Chambers and Terry Toedtemeier of the Portland Art Museum, restored the binding and performed other repair and cleaning work so that the album could be displayed for the first time in Oregon.  Terry Toedtemeier, Curator of Photography at the Portland Art Museum, is the curator of the exhibit.

Photographs of the Columbia River and Oregon contains the first large scale photographs ever taken of the Columbia River gorge by the greatest American photographer of the 19th century. The leather bound album contains 35 mammoth prints of photographs of the Columbia River gorge in Oregon and Washington taken in by Carleton Watkins in 1867. 

Watkins, who worked out of San Francisco, is now considered to be the most accomplished photographer of the 19th century American West, and “the most important single American photographer before Alfred Steiglitz.”* Watkins made the book for presentation by the Oregon Steam Navigation Company to Jay Cooke of the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1872.  It is one of only two bound volumes of Watkins’ Columbia River photographs in existence, and has been valued in the millions of dollars. The Society of California Pioneers gave the book to the State Library in 1953.  The State Library obtained the book for the cost of shipping: $4.89.  

The album is by far the most important and valuable book owned by the State Library. The book is of great artistic and historical significance.  The 35 prints included in the album are the first large format photographs ever taken of the Columbia River gorge. Watkins made these remarkable views of the Columbia only 62 years after Lewis and Clark made their way down the river, and the photographs serve to document not only the stunning natural landscape, but the changes brought about by the resulting emigration to Oregon.

The book will be exhibited on the second floor of the State Library, 250 Winter Street in Salem, just outside of the Reference Room.  Facsimile prints of the some of the photographs from the book will also be exhibited.  The State Library is open to the public from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., Monday through Friday.  Later this year, the album will be exhibited at the Portland Art Museum in Portland.
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* James Alinder, Carleton E. Watkins Photographs of the Columbia River and Oregon, The Friends of Photography, 1979, p. 4.
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