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Preamble

Robert Morrison (1782-1834), the first Protestant missionary
arrived in China in 1807, was famous for translating the Bible
into Chinese and writing the first Chinese-English dictionary. To
commemorate the 200th anniversary of Robert Morrison’s
missionary voyage to China, the HKU Libraries is pleased to
present an exhibition on the history of Morrison Library. It
llustrates the origins of the Morrison Library in Guangzhou, its
relocation to Macao in 1839 and subsequently to Hong Kong in
1842, its transformation from a library open to westerners to a
collection of books available to the public in the City Hall in
1870 and eventually to a special collection at the University of
Hong Kong Libraries in 1914. Selected books and manuscripts
from the present Morrison Library will also be displayed. It
hopes to serve as a tribute to this long established library
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Background

Before the Opium War, European traders in Guangzhou were
pretty much confined to the ‘Thirteen Factories’ which
comprised the dwellings and spaces of business of each nation
under one roof. Being well educated, far from home,
unoccupied for long periods, and restricted in their movements,
many European traders became bookish and got into the habit
of reading voluminously. They relied on reading for leisure,
professional development, and current awareness. It was
against such a background that a subscription library was
founded by the British traders in Guangzhou.
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Canton Factories




The English
Factory's Library

In 1806, members of the English factory, which was occupied by the East India
Company, agreed to make an initial contribution, in money or in books, to the setting
up of the library in addition to an annual subscription. The first librarian of the library
was Dr. Alexander Pearson.

The English factory’s library lasted until 1834 when the East India Company lost its
monopoly of the China trade, leading to the breaking up of the English factory.
Meanwhile, on 1 August 1834, the first Protestant missionary in China and the
translator of the Bible into Chinese, Robert Morrison, died. A number of foreign
residents in Guangzhou and Macao suggested that an institution, to be called the
Morrison Education Society, should be established to carry on Morrison’s work —
Chinese youths should be taught to read and write the English language.

The idea of incorporating a public library into the Morrison Education Society arose
when Thomas R. Colledge, also a surgeon of the East India Company wrote a letter
to E.C. Bridgman of the Provisional Committee for the Morrison Education Society
on 21 May 1835 that he would donate his allotted share of books from the English
factory’s library to the Society.
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The Morrison
| ibrary

The Morrison Education Society was founded in
Guangzhou on 28 September 1836. The Library of the
Morrison Education Society (the Morrison Library), located
at Lungshung or OIld English Factory, was opened to
European residents in early 1838. John R. Morrison (Robert
Morrison’s son) was the librarian.
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From a Survey by
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Relocated to
Hong Kong
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A Home at the
Universi

ty of Hong Kong

In the early 1910s, books of Morrison Library became little used qzd
that the City Hall Library was suffering from shortage of spac$ ovxlfl ?l
to the growth of other collections. Eventually, t_he C.I y ?

Committee agreed in March 1914 to transfer the Morrison Library to

the University of Hong Kong on one condition that the Library shouhld
be unconditionally returned to the City Hall upon demand of the

Committee.

The University of Hong Kong did not own the Morrison I_.ib_rary until
22 August 1925 when the City Hall Committee definitely and

permanently renounced the right to demanq the return. The
Morrison Library, now commonly called the Morrison Collection, has

been part of the University of Hong Kong Libraries collection since

that time.
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The Present

Morrison Library

The University of Hong Kong Libraries conducted the first
stocktaking of the Morrison Collection in 1956 and it was reported
that of the 1,660 titles (3,585 volumes) that were available in 1873,
only 1,233 (2,748 volumes) were found. Some volumes were
The Western Rare Book Room  Femoved from the Collection when Hong Kong was occupied by the
Japanese during the Second World War and were not subsequently
recovered. Another stocktaking exercise has just been completed
and the Collection now consists of 1,284 titles, in 2,752 volumes; all
titles have been catalogued and can be retrieved from the Libraries’
online catalogue.

The Library still contains a number of books that bear Robert
Morrison’s signature and City Hall's stamp, and a unique manuscript
of a Chinese translation of the Bible, which had been brought by
Robert Morrison to China to help translate his own version. As a
whole, the library has a few seventeenth century books, such as
Novus Atlas Sinensis (1655) by Martino Martini and China
Monumentis (1667) by Athanasius Kircher, and a fair number of
eighteenth century titles and the remaining published In the
nineteenth century.

At present, the Morrison Collection is kept In the 24-hour
air-conditioned Western Rare Book Room at Special Collections,
1/F Main Library of the University of Hong Kong Libraries.
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An Unforgettable
lTreasure

Morrison Library has a long history, extensively it traveled,
from Guangzhou to Macao, and then to Hong Kong, which
provides a good example of the close cultural relationship
between the three places. Within Hong Kong, the Library
was relocated several times until it settled Iin its present
home at the University of Hong Kong Libraries. Initially for
the exclusive use of its members and for those who could
afford to pay for the privilege, subsequently part of
library serving mainly the European community, and fi
valued research collection In an academic libra
nas a unique history and its signi
erlooked.




