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In 2008, Ediciones El Pozo (Oneonta, New York) released a 

bilingual edition of The Theory of Play (La teoría del juego), 

by Marilla Waite Freeman. This essay, written in February 

of 1895, was found in a Flea Market in Milford (New York), 

among a group of manuscripts of the author. 

The Theory of Play is a literary trip over millions of years 

since the origin of life until the rising of poetry, "the freest 

and highest expression of life."  Its author, Marilla Waite 

Freeman, was born in Honeoye Falls (New York), on 

February 21 of 1870, and died in Yonkers (New York), on 

October 29 of 1961.

After obtaining a degree in literature, from University of 

Chicago, in 1897, Marilla went to be, three years later, one 

of the first women in graduating as a professional librarian 

in the United States. That profession, Librarian, was the 

center of her life. Although she also became one of the first 

female lawyers in the country (she obtained her degree in 

1921, when she was fifty years old), she never practiced as 

a lawyer. Her passion was trying to enrich people's lives 

with the help of books. 

Marilla worked in many public libraries of the country, and 

her free spirit of "fire maker" brought always enthusiasm 

and new ideas to those places. Many of her ideas, such as 

the thematic exhibitions, the inter-library loans, and the 

traveling libraries, are still a vital part of the library world, 

but almost no one remembers who came up with the idea 

in the first place. 

Since the end of the 19th century until the mid fifties, 

Marilla Waite Freeman produced an admirable body of work 

still dispersed in magazines, waiting to be compiled and 

appreciated. There is, in her writings, a human perspective 

and an ethical dimension that not only make them valid 

today, but even necessary. 

"The Theory of Play" is one of the earliest works of a woman 

whose life was determined for the love of books. The first 

edition of "The theory of Play" consisted of fifty numbered 

copies. With this luminous reflection on life, and the origins 

and nature of art, Marilla Waite freeman has returned from 

oblivion and darkness, perhaps this time to stay.

With the bilingual edition of 

this essay, published one 

hundred and thirteen years 

after being written, Ediciones 

El Pozo begins its series 

Colección Rescate, dedicated 

to the rescue of valuable and 

forgotten literary pieces.

Where is Marilla? 

Can you identify her in this 1896 picture? 
(from Cap and Gown, the Yearbook of the University of Chicago) 

Honeoye Falls, New York

Several writers fell in love with Marilla’s intelligence and beauty. The 

Laureate English poet John Masefield (above), wanted to travel 300 

miles just to see her again and have a “five minutes chat”. American 

novelist, Floyd Dell (right), dedicated a novel to Marilla and described her 

as a extraordinarily beautiful young woman, tall and slender, wide 

browed, with soft dark hair, grey-blue eyes, a tender whimsical mouth, 

and a lively voice.” Seventeen years younger than her, Dell received 

advice from Marilla on what to read. He couldn't see their relationship as 

one between student and teacher, but rather “worshiper and child to 

some lovely and infinitely maternal Goddess.” 

Marilla published many valuable essays on a wide spectrum of subjects: on 

modern poetry, on the promotion of reading, on the improvement of reference 

collections, on management of small and low budget libraries. From the end of the 

19th century until the 1950’s , she produced an admirable body of work still 

dispersed in magazines, waiting to be compiled and appreciated. Nothing seemed 

alien to her interest. Although she used to write about librarianship (her articles 

dealt with topics such as the relationship of libraries with schools, censorship, 

movies, hospitals, war, and even the social outlook of the librarians), her whole 

work seems more like a manual for a good and fructiferous life. There is, in her 

writings, a human perspective and an ethical dimension that not only make them 

valid today, but even necessary. 


