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Foreword 

 
In an address to a class at Harvard University in February 1886, Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Jr., an Associate Justice of the Massachusetts 
Supreme Judicial Court, uttered one of his most famous epigrams 
about the law:   
                               

                               The law is the calling of thinkers.   
 

He concluded with comments that seem on the one hand highly 
personal—because he was something of an intellectual loner—yet on 
another to encourage his youthful audience to live full, active lives, to 
think widely and deeply, to take chances and to understand that life is 
not easy: 

 
For I say to you in all sadness of conviction, that to think 
great thoughts you must be heroes as well as idealists. Only 
when you have worked alone, — when you have felt around 
you a black gulf of solitude more isolating than that which 
surrounds the dying man, and in hope and in despair have 
trusted to your own unshaken will, — then only will you 
have achieved. Thus only can you gain the secret isolated 
joy of the thinker, who knows that, a hundred years after he 
is dead and forgotten, men who never heard of him will be 
moving to the measure of his thought.  

 
Holmes’s brief speech is posted here followed by an album of 
photographs of him from the Library of Congress. 
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An album of photographs of Holmes 
from The Library of Congress 

follows 
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Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. 
ca. 1873 

C. M. Bell photograph collection,, 
Library of Congress 
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Three-quarter length portrait of Justice Holmes, 
seated in library, facing left, wearing judicial robe. 

Date of photograph: ca. 1903 
Library of Congress 
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United States Supreme Court 
left to right: Moody, Holmes, Day, McKenna, Peckham, White,  
Brewer, Harlan, and Chief Justice Melville Weston Fuller. 

Date of photograph: 1906 
Library of Congress 
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United States Supreme Court 
Day, Brandeis, McKenna, Pitney, Taft, McReynolds, Holmes, 

Clarke and Van Devanter 
Date of photograph: ca. 1921 
Harris & Ewing Collection., 
Library of Congress 
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United States Supreme Court 
Van Devanter, Butler, McKenna, Brandeis, Taft, Sutherland,  

Holmes, Sanford, and McReynolds. 
Date of photograph: ca. 1924 
Harris & Ewing Collection., 
Library of Congress 
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McReynolds, Sanford, Holmes, Sutherland, Taft, Butler,  
Van Devanter, Stone, Brandeis 
Harris & Ewing Collection., 
Library of Congress 
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Undated 
Bain News Service Collection, 

Library of Congress 
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Undated - probably 1920s 
Harris & Ewing Collection, 
Library of Congress 
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Undated – probably 1920s 
Underwood & Underwood Collection 

Library of Congress 
 
 
 



15 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Undated – probably 1920s 
Harris & Ewing Collection, 
Library of Congress 
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ca. 1924 
National Photo Company Collection, 

Library of Congress 
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ca. 1924 
National Photo Company Collection, 

Library of Congress 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



18 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Undated – probably 1920s 
Harris & Ewing Collection, 
Library of Congress 
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The Justice on his 85th birthday, 
March 8, 1926 

National Photo Company Collection, 
Library of Congress 
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The Justice on his 85th birthday, 
March 8, 1926 

National Photo Company Collection, 
Library of Congress 
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