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Serendipity

Melissa Renn

ROM MY VERY FIRST DAYS AT THE FOGG IN THE EARLY 20005, I SPENT

many hours at the Fine Arts Library. Every day, with a long list of hard-to-

find publications in hand, I went downstairs, taking the temperamental Fogg
elevator from the fourth floor to the first floor, entering the library, only to descend
even deeper into the basement level stacks. There I would spend hours at a time, pulling
large bound periodicals from the shelves, often dusting them off before perusing them,
page by page, in order to find the correct citation. It was this very action—of sitting in
the stacks, slowly leafing through books, periodicals, and exhibition catalogs—that I
often made fortuitous finds. Although my assignment was essentially to fact-check the
bibliography for Theodore E. Stebbins’s American Paintings at Harvard: Volume Two
(Harvard Art Museums, 2008), each turn of the page often led to much, much more.
More often than not, as I was hunting for a Whistler citation, I would stumble upon an
important Sargent reference on the following page.

My various research projects for the American Art Department at the Fogg—
whether for collections catalogs, exhibitions, essays, or object research—taught me
how essential a specialized library is in order to produce scholarly publications and
exhibitions. For it is not the millions of volumes alone that make any library great; it is
also the knowledgeable and helpful librarians and archivists, as well as physical access
to the books. It is often in the stacks that discoveries are made. Countless times I have
ventured into the stacks in search of what I expected to be the sole book on an obscure
artist only to find, right next to it, under an unexpected title, another book on that
same artist. This is what Google cannot give. Search engines, for example, require that
you know the title of a book. Or, if you only know the general subject word, the search
results are often too large, too varied, and not useful. In the stacks, however, all the best
sources are side-by-side. I have found, more often than not, that the real discoveries
are made not through keyword searches, but rather by leafing through the pages of a
magazine, by sifting through files and letters in archives, and by searching well-sorted
stacks.

The serendipity of the stacks never ceases to amaze me, and it serves as a powerful
reminder of the necessity of accessible, specialized, well-cataloged libraries. As
I research and write each of my entries for the forthcoming volume 1 of American
Paintings at Harvard collections catalog, I always start in the Fine Arts Library. With
only a few call numbers in hand, I begin in the stacks, strolling through the aisles,
perusing the shelves, always finding unexpected and incredibly useful sources for my
research.
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AMERICAN PAINTINGS AT HARVARD

VOLUME'TWO

\

Paintings, Watercolors, Pastels, and Stained Glass

by Artists Born 1826-1856

EDITED BY

Theodore E. Stebbins, Jr. | Kimberly Orcutt | Virginia Anderson

With contributions by Ross Barrett, Michelle DuBois, Judith Hoos Fox,
Sandra Grindlay, Stephanie Mayer Heydt, Anna Lee Kamplain, Kevin Moore,

Virginia Raguin, Melissa Renn, Kerry Schauber, and Miriam Stewart

HARVARD ART MUSEUM | CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

YALE UNIVERSITY PRESS | NEW HAVEN AND LONDON

American Paintings at Harvard, vol. 2 (Cambridge, Mass., 2008), title page. RFA121.3.116.
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