
Since its founding, the Library of Congress has continually sought to democratize knowl-
edge by making the world’s largest and most inclusive collection of human creativity acces-
sible to all. In doing so, the Library has helped to further human understanding and wisdom, 
spark the public’s imagination and celebrate human achievement. Following are key facts that 
illuminate the magnificence of the Library and its remarkable collections.

About the Library

• The Library of Congress was founded on April 24, 1800, with a Congressional appropria-
tion of $5,000 to serve the research needs of the U.S. Congress, making it the oldest federal 
cultural institution in the nation. 

• The Library was housed in the new Capitol until 1814, when invading British troops set fire 
to the Capitol Building, burning and pillaging the contents of the small library. Within a 
month, retired President Thomas Jefferson offered his personal library as a replacement. 

• In 1897, the Library moved across the street to the newly built Library of Congress build-
ing (which was later named the Thomas Jefferson Building). Over time, its collections 
became so vast, that the John Adams Building (1939) and the James Madison Memorial 
Building (1980) were built to help house them.

• The Library of Congress is the largest library in the world, with nearly 142 million items 
on approximately 650 miles of bookshelves. The collections include more than 32 million 
books and other print materials, 3 million recordings, 12.5 million photographs, 5.3 million 
maps, 5.6 million pieces of sheet music and 62 million manuscripts. With a staff of nearly 
3,700, the Library serves millions of researchers and visitors annually. 

• The Library acquires materials for its collections at a rate of more than 10,000 items per 
working day. Selection officers and other Library staff with expertise in various fields of 
knowledge choose these items from roughly 22,000 received daily. 

• Since 1962, the Library of Congress has maintained offices abroad to acquire, catalog and 
preserve library and research materials from countries where such materials are essentially 
unavailable through conventional acquisitions methods. Overseas offices in New Delhi 
(India), Cairo (Egypt), Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), Jakarta (Indonesia), Nairobi (Kenya), and 
Islamabad (Pakistan) collectively acquire materials from more than 60 countries.

• Half of the Library’s collections are in languages other than English. Some 470 languages 
are represented in the collections.

• Today, the Library makes freely available on its Web site (www.loc.gov) material from 
its collections. More than 15.3 million interesting and important items—manuscripts, 
films, sound recordings and photographs are currently available on the Library’s American 
Memory Web site (memory.loc.gov).

• With the opening of the Library of Congress Experience in April 2008, the Library 
launched a new personalized Web site at myLOC.gov.
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About the Library’s Treasures
• The Library contains some of the largest African and Middle Eastern, Asian, European, Latin 

American and Caribbean materials and collections in the world.

• The Library holds the largest rare book collection in North America (more than 700,000  
volumes), including the largest collection of 15th century books in the Western Hemisphere.  
The collection also includes the first extant book in North America, “The Bay Psalm Book.”

• The smallest book in the Library of Congress is “Old King Cole.” It is about the size of the 
period at the end of this sentence. The pages can be turned only with the aid of a needle.

• The largest book in the Library of Congress is a 5-by-7 foot book featuring color images of 
Bhutan. 

• One of the oldest examples of printing in the world—from a Buddhist sutra, or discourse, 
printed in 770 A.D.—is housed in the Library’s Asian Division. The oldest written material in 
the Library is a cuneiform tablet dating from 2040 B.C.

• Foremost among the Manuscript Division’s holdings are the papers of 23 presidents, ranging 
from George Washington to Calvin Coolidge. 

• The Gutenberg Bible was purchased in 1930. It is one of three perfect copies on vellum in the 
world. 

• The Library’s Geography and Map Division holds 5.3 million items, the world’s largest  
collection of cartographic materials. It has the largest collection of fire insurance maps of 
cities and towns in the United States, providing unparalleled coverage of the growth of urban 
America from the late 19th to the mid-20th centuries. 

• The Prints and Photographs Division of the Library of Congress contains some 14 million 
visual images, including the most comprehensive international collection of posters in the 
world, the most comprehensive visual record of the Civil War, and pioneering documentation 
of America’s historic architecture.

• The Library holds the most comprehensive collection of American music in the world, more 
than 22 million items, including 5.6 million pieces of sheet music. 

• The Library of Congress holds the nation’s largest public collection of sound recordings— 
both music and spoken word—and radio broadcasts, with some 3 million recordings.

• Recordings represent more than 100 years of sound recording history in nearly every sound 
recording format and cover a wide range of subjects and genres in considerable depth and 
breadth. 

• The Library has the largest and most comprehensive collection of U.S. Ph.D. dissertations in 
the nation, numbering about 1 million titles on paper, microfilm and microfiche. 

• The Library’s Serial and Government Publication Division contains the world’s largest  
collection of comic books, which consists of 5,000 titles and 100,000 issues.

• The Library of Congress has one of the largest and most diverse collections of scientific and 
technical information in the world. Such material makes up roughly one fourth of its total book 
and journal collection. 

• The Library’s general collections contain the largest historical collection of U.S. telephone 
crisscross (phone numbers and addresses) and city directories in the world. 

• With more than 1.5 million items, the Archive of Folk Culture in the American Folklife Center 
(AFC) is the largest repository of traditional cultural documentation in the United States and 
one of the largest in the world. 

• Last year, more than 22 million items produced by the Library in Braille and recorded format 
for persons who are blind or physically handicapped were circulated to a readership of more 
than 500,000.
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