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Marsden J. Perry: Purchasing Refinement 
 
(Continued from Book Notes 1.6) 

In April of 1882 Samuel Insull, then secretary to Thomas Edison, sold a 
“miniature” electrical station to a group of businessmen in Fall River . It was used to 
light several stores, a telegraph office, and the rooms of a club. A month later in 
Providence, a small exhibition was set up by the American Electric and Illuminating Co. 



   

 

of Boston, exhibiting ten new arc lamps recently developed by the Thomson-Houston 
Company. Marsden Perry was in the audience, and was fascinated by the “mechanical 
and constructive nature of electric lighting.” In another few weeks, Perry purchased a 
controlling interest in the new Fall River Electric Lighting Company —and he quickly 
learned the rudiments of financing, managing, and developing a power company. 

From this point Perry’s rise is fairly well documented, as he increased his access to 
capital from running or selling businesses and property, so I’ll just mark the high points.  
 

 1884 Perry is one of three purchasers of majority interest in Narragansett Electric 

 1889 Merger of Narragansett Electric and RI Electric gave Perry a monopoly on 
electric service in Providence 

 1893 Perry joins a syndicate to gain control of United Traction Street Railway  

 1893-95 Perry converted street railway from horse-drawn cars to electric 

 Late 1890s, Perry acquires other gas, water, and power companies in the state 
 1890s – 1905 Perry buys heavily into railroads and banking 

 By 1908, a combination of economic and political forces too complex to cover 
brings Perry to the end of his power and industrial fortune, but not his personal 
fortune. 

 
Here I’ll take a step back from biography, and transition to bibliophily. To what date 

can we ascribe Perry’s interest in Shakespeare?  
The author and grammarian James F. Willis, who (b. 1855) was a contemporary of 

Perry’s, wrote a short book entitled Bibliophily; or, Booklove (Houghton Mifflin, 1921), 
and I’ll quote a few passages here. 
 
We are never well-bred until we have attained ability to know and to love real books: it is 
almost all a matter of education—of self-education . . . book-love is a mark of refinement, and 
we are only fractions of men without it. 
 
Dr. Holmes says that all men are afraid of books who have not tumbled about them from 
infancy. 
 
To become worthy of our American manhood, we must live among books . . . it is only the 
sleepy or the dead soul that finds books a barren wilderness. 
 
A man’s bookshelves are always an index of what he is. 
 

Carl Cannon, in his now-classic history of American book collectors and 
collecting published in 1941, ascribes the “golden age” of American book collecting “to 
the period extending from the late eighties to the World War when a critical taste, 
maturity of judgment, and exact knowledge of books were typical of the leading 
collectors.” I would put the golden age of book collecting in Providence at least a decade 
earlier.  

In the 1870s the prominent lawyer and jurist Horatio Rogers wrote a series of 
sketches of great Providence book collectors which first appeared in newspapers and 
periodicals. They were collected into a book which was published in 1878 by Sidney S. 



   

 

Rider, entitled Private Libraries of Providence, with a Preliminary Essay on the Love 
of Books. In the preliminary essay of 65 pages, which gives an admirable history of 
collecting in the West from ancient times to the present, one of Rogers’ main points is 
the ways in which collecting books can elevate the collector—a sort of intellectual rags-
to-riches parallel. Here is an excerpt: 
 
The late Edward M. Thomas, of Washington, a colored man, and for many years a messenger 
for the House of Representatives, surmounting the prejudices of caste and the disadvantages of 
want of early education, devoted his leisure hours and limited means for many years, to artistic 
and literary objects. He accumulated a considerable number of books, including a large amount 
of Masonic literature, many European, American, Colonial, and ancient coins and medals, and a 
very fine collection of autographs. In this latter department of his treasures a host of famous 

personages of all countries were represented, including kings, presidents, noblemen, generals, 
judges, statesmen, authors and divines.  
 

The collectors that Rogers profiled flourish a half-generation before Perry; 
although he was likely collecting books by 1878, these men would have been his 
models—John Carter Brown, Joseph Jesse Cooke, John Russell Bartlett, Royal C. Taft, 
Alexander Farnum, Caleb Fiske Harris, and Sidney S. Rider (who becomes one of Perry’s 
many expert bibliographic advisers).  

The Grolier Club was the first bibliophilic society organized in America, and Perry 
became a member in 1905. Founded in 1884 in New York City by eight bookmen, which 
included the printing press manufacturer and book collector Robert Hoe III (1839-
1909), and the scholarly printer Theodore Low De Vinne (1828-1914), the Grolier was 
soon followed by the Club of Odd Volumes in Boston (1887), the Rowfant Club in 
Cleveland (1892), the Philobiblon Club in Philadelphia (1893), the Caxton Club in 
Chicago (1895), and the Book Club of California in San Francisco (1912).  

The collectors who were active in Rhode Island from 1880 to the 1920, and who 
came from its patrician class, included John Carter Brown’s son John Nicholas Brown 
(who died in 1900), General Rush Hawkins (1831-1920), Roderick Terry (1876-1951) of 
Newport, Daniel B. Fearing (1859-1918) also of Newport, Robert Hale Ives Goddard 
(1837-1916), and William G. Roelker (1886-1953) who was not only Director of the RIHS 
from 1940-1953, but one of Perry’s business partners (his profession was as a lawyer) 
along with Nelson Aldrich on the United Traction Electric Company. 
 
But what was IN his Shakespeare collection, how did he acquire it, and where did it go? 
 

Rider wrote a couple of articles on Perry’s collection in his literary and gossipy 
Book Notes in 1901. He says “In structure, it is composed of three sections. The first was 
Mr. Perry’s own handiwork (his book-by-book collecting up until 1889); the second was 
the handiwork of Mr. Halliwell-Phillipps; and the third was the work of men to the 
writer unknown.” One of these was a man named Albert Jackson, who acted as Perry’s 
agent in London. Sidney Rider himself was an advisor, as well as an Edwin G. Frost, 
identified by Carl Cannon. Men like Perry attract advisors and agents like bees to honey. 
A later advisor would be George Parker Winship, librarian of the John Carter Brown 
Library from 1895-1915, and curator of two exhibitions of Perry’s books—at the John 



   

 

Carter Brown Library in Providence (April) and the Redwood Library in Newport (June 
– August), both in 1916.  
 
I found evidence of a nice exchange between the two men in the JCB archives—the first 
was Winship corresponding in 1910 about the possible acquisition of a Fourth Folio 
from Edinburgh; the other was in 1912 relating to Winship’s wedding. 
 
But back to 1901--Rider continues with a detailed judgment of Perry’s collecting: 
 
There is a vast difference between what we commonly call the Bibliomania (book-madness) and 
“scientific” or skillful book collecting. The first consists in gathering books  as mere curiosities, 
bought at fabulous sums, simply because they are believed to be difficult to find, and that few, 
very few men can ever possess a copy. There are a lot of silly rich who seem willing to be one of 
these very few . . . . but this is not the kind of book collecting which Mr. Perry has illustrated so 

well in his Shakespearean library. His work is a masterpiece of the art; every book, manuscript, 
engraving, broadside, and placard was selected and preserved because it illustrates the writings  

or the history of this greatest of English writers—Shakespeare. Not only has this collector 
shown his own individual capacity, as a collector, but he has displayed other powers, perhaps 

even greater than that; he has shown a quickness of perception in availing himself of the 
powers or labors of others; a correct judgment in estimating the purely intellectual worth of 

these labors; and the nerve to act. The question of the money value of such acquisitions is one 
of secondary consideration; the prime question is whether these books throw light on 
Shakespeare and upon his writings. For money is no gauge of the value of thought . . . the 
genuine worth in this Shakespeare collection lies in the fact that the highest study, in this 
highest department of English literature is now possible right here in Providence. 
 
A cynic would suggest that this was proper flattery to a patron—because two years later, 
Marsden Perry clearly purchased and then gave the Sidney S. Rider collection, the finest 
collection possibly ever assembled by one person on the history of Rhode Island from 
Roger Williams to the Dorr Rebellion, numbering 50,000 items, to Brown University. 
However, Rider does describe an ideal to which Perry might have striven.  
 
In terms of his competition for Shakespeare-ana, he was first among an impressive list 
of names—E. Dwight Church (whose fabulous collection was later bought up by Henry 
Huntington), Robert Hoe, J. Pierpont Morgan, Brayton Ives, and William Loring 
Andrews. Only Henry Clay Folger would eventually outstrip him, mostly due to an 
almost maniacal devotion to the Bard which he shared with his wife (see two recent 
books on display). 
 
It remains clear, however, that it was his ability to purchase portions of the famous 
Halliwell-Phillipps collection as they became available which made his collection as a 
collection famous. So let’s talk about James Orchard Halliwell for a minute. 
 
For our purposes, this youngest son of a London businessman began seriously collecting 
Shakespeare in 1840, at the age of 20—he had been what we would now call a “library 
nerd” since the age of 15, and haunted (and worked for) various libraries at Cambridge, 



   

 

where he also exhibited a talent for mathematics. He worked his way into a job at the 
British Museum, and in 1841 his zeal for collecting and antiquarian things attracted the 
attention of Sir Thomas Phillipps, a collector/hoarder/antiquarian of such gigantic 
proportions that it took over 100 years for his collections to be fully dispersed in auction 
sales after his death. Halliwell co-founded the Shakespeare Society with John Payne 
Collier (Shakespearean critic, editor, and forger) and others. Granted access to the 
manuscript collections of Trinity College (Cambridge), he stole some materials from the 
library and sold them to the British Museum! He managed to weather that storm (the 
two institutions failed to agree on terms regarding legal action), and after becoming 
friendly with Sir Thomas Phillipps and gaining access to the library, Halliwell also 
sought Phillipps’ daughter in marriage, which enraged the father and led to a schism, 
but the couple married in 1842, and he cut them off. Sir Thomas died in 1867, and 
Halliwell’s wife had a riding accident in 1872, leaving him with the family fortune and 
the collections—upon which he changed his name to Halliwell-Phillipps. His chief 
Shakespearean collections (originally destined for Stratford-upon-Avon) were to be 
offered to the Birmingham corporation for 7,000l.; if this offer were not accepted they 
were to be sold undivided for 10,000l., and if no buyer came forward within twelve years 
the whole was to be sold by auction in a single lot. The Birmingham corporation 
declined the offer, and the collections were sold to Marsden J. Perry, of Providence, 
Rhode Island, U.S.A., in 1897 for 10,000 GBP. 
 
Perry became one ugly American among many in the British press, as evinced by a New 
York Times article in 1902. 
 
Financial and political hits Perry took between 1905 and 1907 was not the death knell of 
his collection, as some would have it, even though he did sell some of the choice bits of it 
to Folger during the Panic of 1907. The last, telling straw was in 1914 when Henry 
Huntington acquired the Devonshire collection—one of the most famous and prized in 
England, numbering four thousand volumes and including all four folios and fifty-seven 
quarto editions, for over $1 million. “If I can’t have the Devonshires,” Perry reportedly 
said to friends, “I will give up collecting. I will not take second place.” After the 1916 
exhibitions at the Redwood and the JCB, Perry suffered a stroke, and in failing health 
sold the balance of the very rarest books in his library to the great Philadelphia 
Bookseller A. S. W. Rosenbach for a reported $500K. “Dr. R.” to some, and “Rosy” to 
others, Rosenbach sold the cream of Perry’s collection to J. P. Morgan, Huntington, 
Folger, and Widener. What Perry kept was sold after his death by his heirs at auction at 
Anderson Galleries in 1936. 
 
Robert Falb, in his 1964 thesis, concludes that “Perry was never accepted into the society 
of those who ‘counted’ – the Providence patricians. Possibly he didn’t care, but his style 
of life in the 1890s and 1900s indicates otherwise. He bought and lived in the John 
Brown House, the finest example of Federal architecture in southern New England . . . 
In 1907 Perry owned the finest and most complete collection of Shakespeare in America; 
he also collected the books, paintings, or manuscripts of William Blake, Albrecht Dürer, 
George Washington, Joseph Conrad, Lewis Carroll, Charlotte Brontë, and John Ruskin. 
The 18th-century furniture with which he decorated the Brown house was unmatched, 



   

 

and his collection of Chinese porcelains, Oriental rugs, Georgian silver, and medieval 
English spoons was rarely equaled.” 
 
As Falb states, no historian or commentator doubts that Perry was an able and often 
brilliant businessman and entrepreneur; he was self-reliant, aggressive, acquisitive, and 
manipulative when it served his interests. He was also, undeniably, a builder. He was 
confident enough in himself to leave home and seek his fortune; he had the self-
discipline to deny immediate gratification and to accumulate capital, the imagination 
and daring to invest that capital in risky ventures; and the work ethic to turn those risks 
into dividend-paying concerns. 
 
If by acquiring nice things he tried to purchase his way into respectability, or he 
acquired nice things to enjoy them for what they were, it is balanced somewhat by the 
fact that his collecting helped preserve many of those things—which now enrich the 
cultural life of his native country.  

 
 
__________________________ 
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