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Today’s topics

What is the public 
domain?

How to determine 
copyright status

Putting it into practice

Images public domain, courtesy of the British Library, 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary

unless noted otherwise 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary


WHAT IS THE PUBLIC 
DOMAIN?



Works that are not copyrightable to begin with

Works of the US federal government

Works placed in the public domain by their creators

Works whose copyright has expired 

How do things get into the 
public domain?



Uncopyrightable works

Facts

Ideas

Insufficiently creative arrangement 
of facts or ideas 



Government documents

“Copyright protection … is not available for any work of the United 
States Government.” 17 U.S.C. § 105

(not state/municipal government)

Works of the US federal government

http://copyright.lib.harvard.edu/states/



Volunteering for the public 
domain

Works placed in the public domain by their creators



Works whose copyright has expired 

Aging into the public domain

The Congress shall have power … 
To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing 
for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to 
their respective Writings and Discoveries;

- US Constitution, Article 1, Section 8, Clause 8



The ever-expanding duration 
of copyright

Image: Tom Bell, CC-BY-SA 3.0, via Wikipedia



renewal term under 1909 act

January 1st, 2019 

1923

Work 
published

1952
renewal window

1980

initial term

1999

renewal term under 1976 act

1976
2019

renewal term under CTEA

1998

(& check out https://archive.org/details/mitlibrariespublicdomain !)

https://archive.org/details/mitlibrariespublicdomain


PRACTICAL RIGHTS 
REVIEW



Resources

Is it in the Public Domain? Handbook

Cornell/Hirtle public domain chart

https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/FINAL_PublicDomain_Handbook_FINAL(1).pdf
https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain


General assumptions & guidelines

Works published prior to 
1924 are probably PD 

Works published after 
1989 are probably not PD

Works published outside 
the US can get tricky

• Mostly talking about printed 
media

• US copyright law



Guiding Questions

What?

Where?

When?

Notice?

Renewal?



■ What type of thing is the work you’re looking at?

■ Is it published or unpublished?

What? 



Unpublished works

https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain



Kinda published works

•Sold in stores, available in libraries 
•Made available to the public regardless of who they are or their 

intended use
•= published, use rules for published works

“General publication”

•Only available through public performance or exhibition
•Made available to a limited group for a limited purpose (“Do not 

Distribute”)
•= unpublished, use rules for unpublished works

“Limited publication”



For most of 
20th century, 
US protection 

required 
compliance 

with US 
formalities 

1991 – US 
passes a 
copyright 

amendment 
to fix this

Resulting in 
us “copyright 
restoration” 

for many 
works that 

were 
previously in 
the US public 

domain 

Where? (foreign publication check)



Foreign publication example

https://archive.org/details/atombohrtheoryof00kram



When? (publication date)



Gathering information from 
the work

From: https://archive.org/details/tomboftutankhame00cart_1



Gathering information from 
the work

From: https://archive.org/details/endocrinesenzyme00unse



Notice?



Notice?



From: https://archive.org/details/endocrinesenzyme00unse





Copyright registration

Cover image via Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:ARoomOfOnesOwn.jpg

1929 Copyright registration:

Via 1929 Catalogue of Copyright Entries

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015076106452


Copyright renewal

About 
renewals

•Renewal was required to continue 
copyright protection after the first 28 
years

•Renewals became automatic in 1964
•Renewals must be filed during the 

28th year of the initial copyright term

Therefore •If published prior to 1964 and NOT in 
the renewal records, public domain

A Room of One’s Own, 
published 1929 + 28 years = renewal required in 1957



How to find renewal records

https://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/cce/



How to find renewal records
https://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/cce/



How to find renewal records
https://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/cce/



How to find renewal records
https://exhibits.stanford.edu/copyrightrenewals

• Only books
• Only books published 1923-1963



Summary

Published 
prior to 

1924
•In public domain*

Published 
prior to 

1964
•Requires renewal  

Published 
prior to 

1989
•Requires copyright notice



Practice!

■ Use the handout worksheet - http://bit.ly/mcc_pd

■ After your investigation – would you be confident making the 
book available?

http://bit.ly/mcc_pd


Share what you know
■ https://rightsstatements.org

https://rightsstatements.org/


Resources
■ Copyright Term and the Public Domain in the United States: 

https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain

■ Is it in the Public Domain Handbook: 
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/FINAL_PublicDomain_Ha
ndbook_FINAL(1).pdf

■ Copyright and Cultural Institutions: 
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/14142

■ Index to the Catalog of Copyright Entries online versions via 
UPenn Online Books Page

■ Stanford Copyright Renewal Database

https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/FINAL_PublicDomain_Handbook_FINAL(1).pdf
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/14142
https://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/cce/
https://exhibits.stanford.edu/copyrightrenewals?forward=home
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