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Le livre des merveilles

Persis Berlekamp

In occupied Paris, a proposal to publish a large color volume 
devoted to a single, little-known Persian manuscript could easily have been 
dismissed as a great expense of unclear consequence. Yet this is not what happened. 

Henri Massé’s Le livre des merveilles du monde appeared in 1944. The volume consisted 
of a fifteen-page introduction to the Bibliothèque Nationale’s manuscript persan 332, 
followed by twenty plates reproducing in color a selection of full folios from the 
manuscript. The thick paper and large-format pages had clearly not been chosen 
primarily for affordability. The first time I pulled the volume from the Fine Arts Library 
stacks in the late 1990s, librarian András Riedlmayer recounted to me Oleg Grabar’s 
explanation of its printing in Paris in 1944: its publication had been undertaken as 
an act of cultural resistance. If so, it was also an act that demonstrated a commitment 
to furthering knowledge among future generations in as yet unknown ways. In this 
sense, the commitment to keep publishing in a time of crisis had paralleled the 
critical commitment research libraries must maintain to keep building collections in 
challenging times. Here I was, an American student more than fifty years later, starting 
to investigate the genre to which BnF manuscript persan 332 belongs: medieval Islamic 
illustrated manuscripts that are encyclopedias of the wonders of creation. The images 
reproduced in Massé’s volume were quite different from the few other images from 
the genre that were available to me in scattered publications, and so gave me an initial 
inkling of the genre’s diversity. In the end it turned out to be the diversity of the genre 
that made it a topic rich enough for a dissertation and then for a book. The Fine Arts 
Library’s rich and accessible collections, as well as the treasure of its knowledgeable and 
helpful librarians, allowed me to begin my primary research even before I embarked on 
an extended odyssey to distant manuscript libraries.
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Henri Massé, Le livre des merveilles du monde (Paris, 1944), pl. 3 (fol. 21): Le Soleil.  FA4499.163.1 Folio. 



Harvard Library Bulletin 65

Contributors

James S. Ackerman  is Arthur Kingsley Porter Professor of Fine Arts Emeritus, 
Harvard University.

Glaire D. Anderson  is Associate Professor of Art History, University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Susan Anderson  is Curatorial Research Associate for Dutch and Flemish Drawings, 
Harvard Art Museums.

Persis Berlekamp, PhD 2003,  is Associate Professor of Art History, University of 
Chicago.

Francesca Bewer  is Research Curator in the Straus Center for Conservation and 
Technical Studies, Harvard Art Museums.

Kathryn Brush  is Professor of Art History, Department of Visual Arts, University 
of Western Ontario, Canada.

Ellen P. Conant  is an independent scholar.

Harry Cooper, PhD 1997,  is Curator of Modern Art, National Gallery of Art.

James Cuno, PhD 1985,  is President and CEO of the J. Paul Getty Trust.

Walter B. Denny, PhD 1971,  is Professor of Art History at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst.

Emine Fetvaci, PhD 2005,  is Assistant Professor, Department of the History of Art 
and Architecture, Boston University.

Shirin Fozi, PhD 2010,  is Assistant Professor, Department of the History of Art  
and Architecture, University of Pittsburgh.

Wolfgang Freitag  was Librarian of the Fine Arts Library from 1962 to 1989.

Jeffrey L. Horrell  was Librarian of the Fine Arts Library from 1992 to 1998 and 
currently is Dean of Libraries at Dartmouth College.



66 The Fine Arts Library at 50

Aden Kumler, PhD 2007,  is Assistant Professor, Department Art History, University 
of Chicago.

Melissa Beck Lemke  is Image Specialist for Italian Art, Department of Image 
Collections, National Gallery of Art.

Megan R. Luke, PhD 2009,  is Assistant Professor, Department of the History of 
Art and Architecture, University of Southern California.

Katharine Martinez  was the Librarian of the Fine Arts Library from 1998 to 2010 
and currently is Director of the Center for Creative Photography, University of Arizona.

Christine Mehring, PhD 2001,  is Associate Professor in the Department of Art 
History, University of Chicago.

John E. Moore, PhD 1992,  is Professor of Art, Smith College.

Alexander Nagel, PhD 1993,  is Professor of Fine Arts, New York University.

Peter Nisbet  is Chief Curator at the Ackland Art Museum, The University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Lisa Pon, PhD 1999,  is Associate Professor, Department of Art History, Southern 
Methodist University.

Scott Redford, PhD 1989,  is Professor in the Department of Archaeology and 
History of Art, Koç University, Istanbul.

Melissa Renn  is Senior Curatorial Research Associate, Harvard Art Museums.

Claire Roberts  is Senior Lecturer in Art History, University of Adelaide.

William W. Robinson, PhD 1996,  is Maida and George Abrams Curator of 
Drawings, Harvard Art Museums.

Eric M. Rosenberg, PhD 1992,  is Associate Professor of Art History, Tufts 
University.

John M. Rosenfield, PhD 1959,  is Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Professor of East 
Asian Art Emeritus, Harvard University.

Hao Sheng  is Wu Tung Curator of Chinese Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Seymour Slive  is Gleason Professor of Fine Arts Emeritus, Harvard University.



Harvard Library Bulletin 67

Miriam Stewart  is Curator of the Collection, Division of European and American 
Art, Harvard Art Museums.

Deniz Türker  is a PhD candidate in the Department of the History of Art and 
Architecture, Harvard University.

Michelle C. Wang, PhD 2008,  is Assistant Professor in the Department of Art 
and Art History, Georgetown University.

Henri Zerner  is Professor of History of Art and Architecture, Harvard University.




