
George Livingstone Hamilton

July 24, 1874 — September 25, 1940

The sudden death of Professor George Livingstone Hamilton on September 25, 1940, removed from the academic 

family of the University one of its most striking figures. Born in Boston on July 24,1874, he was educated in the 

Roxbury Latin School, and received the degree Bachelor of Arts from Harvard in 1895, and the Master of Arts 

in 1897. He studied at the University of Paris, and gained the degree Doctor of Philosophy from Columbia in 

1903. After teaching Romance languages in the University of Cincinnati, in Trinity College, North Carolina, and, 

for eight years, in the University of Michigan, he came to Cornell in 1911 as Assistant Professor of Romance 

Languages, and was made Professor of Romance Languages in 1916. He was a fellow of the Mediaeval Academy of 

America, and sometime vice-president of the Modern Language Association.

When, in 1921, he was appointed Curator of the Fiske Dante and Petrarch Collections in the University Library, he 

assumed a task which was peculiarly sympathetic to him and which he fulfilled with eminent success. His profound 

knowledge of everything which concerned his two poets, his bibliographical acumen, and his patience and tenacity 

in searching booklists, catalogues, and journals for items to add to the collections brought great advantage to the 

Library, to the University, and to the learned world. Beyond his special subject his interest extended to many fields, 

especially folklore and general bibliography. He was a founder and continually active member of the Cornell 

Research Club.

He was a great character. Though he had no purpose of differing from the common run of men, or of professors, 

he was unique. As he took his rolling-gaited way across the campus, reading steadily, he caught the eye of the 

most casual visitor. And when he stopped to talk to a colleague, his generous and heedless scorn of all the world’s 

mediocrities expressed itself in thunderous invective, to be much and gleefully quoted.

He was severe upon his fellow-scholars, and his severity made him some enemies. But his eloquent vituperation, 

mingling Dante with Rabelais, was directed mostly at careless work, at the cheap and shoddy, at the pretentious 

article based on others’ labor, at the book written for the author’s advancement and not for the advancement of 

learning. His ideal of scholarship was austere, almost monkish. It was his very respect for scholarship in its shrine 

of purity that restricted his own production. His vast and varied knowledge never was sufficient; he felt always that 

the scholar must be sure, and all his study taught him the dangers of assurance.
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He was an example of the scholar who has given himself totally to the intellectual life. And he was more, a great 

character, a dominating and unconventional character, in the tradition of an elder day. He was a product of the 

humanism of the 1890’s. That humanism has passed, and now its great representatives are disappearing. And who 

can take their places?
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