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On May 10, 1950
librarian Belle da Costa
Greene succumbed to
cancer at St. Luke’s
Hospital in New York.
Scholars heaped praise
in eulogies, tributes were
published, exhibitions
honoring  her  legacy
appeared. Years passed,
then decades.

In 1999, Jean Strouse’s
biography Morgan:
American Financier
took special notice of
J.P’s unusual personal librarian. In 2007, Heidi Ardizzone’s
An Illuminated Life: Belle da Costa Green’s Journey from
Prejudice to Privilege first-ever biography was published. In
2021, the historical novel The Personal Librarian by Marie
Benedict and Victoria Christopher Murray hit the shelves. In
2023, the first English-language edition of Alexandra Lapierre’s
“Novel of America’s Most Famous Librarian,” Belle Greene,
appeared. In 2024, a major Greene exhibition at the Morgan
Library & Museum was accompanied by editors Erica Ciallela
and Philip S. Palmer’s Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian’s
Legacy. Later that same year, Deborah Parker’s Becoming
Belle da Costa Greene: A Visionary Librarian Through Her
Letters was published.

Seventy-five years after her death at age 71, Belle da Costa
Greene is having a moment. And what a moment it is. The
above chronology only covers the book scene. In other realms
there was scholarly attention, a stage play, even a rap song (and
no, that’s not a typographic error). So let’s address Ciallela and
Palmer’s new title in detail and (to skirt unavoidable repetition)
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the four other titles in brief.

Librarians get a bum rap in our society. Along with a
dictionary, nothing in the book world invokes in the public mind
an image as dusty, frumpy and ho-hum as a meek shushing
librarian. It’s a Wonderful Life collects all these stereotypes
wonderfully: George Bailey’s vivacious homemaker wife Mary
of Bedford Falls becomes the town librarian of Pottersville: a
mousy bespectacled figure in stiff wool suit and sensible shoes,
hair pulled tight in a severe bun.

Just as Bryan Garner and Jack Lynch’s Hardly Harmless
Drudgery: A 500-Year Pictorial History of Lexicographic
Geniuses, Sciolists, Plagiarists & Obsessives Who Defined
the English Language, reviewed in the last issue, dispels the
dictionary’s stodgy image, everything that follows about Belle
da Costa Greene will do the same for the image of librarians.

In Ciallela and Palmer’s Belle da Costa Greene: A
Librarian’s Legacy, Greene’s image-shattering begins even
before the title page. The frontispiece photograph of a young
woman seated in profile startles, her upraised head cocked
jauntily toward the viewer challenging (think De Niro) “You
talking to me?” and (think Eastwood) “You feeling lucky,
punk?” Clarence H. White’s 1911 soft-focus portrait shows
Green dressed in the height of “Gibson Girl” fashion, her white-
gloved hands clasped confidently on one knee. “Just because |
am a librarian doesn’t mean I have to dress like one,” Greene
is often quoted as remarking,” and here’s the perfect image of a
brilliant, independent professional.

To some degree, a fascination with the practice of racial
passing — a light-skinned Black person passing him- or
herself off as white — drives some of the snowballing attention
Greene has captured in recent years. Belle da Costa Greene:
A Librarian’s Legacy is no exception and the touchy topic
crops up repeatedly throughout. It’s an intriguing issue that
every reader will have to grapple with. Was Greene a traitor
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to her race? Did she commit a disservice to Blacks everywhere
by rising to the heights of rare book librarianship under false
pretenses? Surely she could not have risen so high at that time as
an African-American? As Colin Bailey notes in his Director’s
Foreword, “the systematic racism embedded in the fabric of the
United States put Greene in an impossible position. Her choice
to live the way she did was as much an individual decision as
a survival strategy.” The editors further address the sensitive
issue in a “Note to the Reader”:

Many of the essays in this volume engage with the
histories of enslavement, racial violence, mental health,
racist stereotyping and slurs, racial passing, and colorism.
The authors have been deliberate in approaching these
topics with the utmost care and honesty in order to
convey a multifaceted and full portrait of Belle da Costa
Greene that frequently challenges popular notions of
who she was as a person.

Judiciously said.

Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian’s Legacy, like all the
best exhibition catalogues, is much more than an exhibition
catalogue. The dozen essays by noted academics and librarians
that accompany superb color illustrations of exhibition items
pack a real one-two punch as they hone in on various aspects of
Greene’s life and work. Organized roughly chronologically, it
takes you through her life yet is a far different experience than
a cradle-to-grave single author biography.

A few random comments from a few random chapters.

Daria Rose Foner’s “The Education of Belle da Costa
Green” features a spine-tingling autograph moment. Belle
Marion Greener transitioned as a young woman from her
actual mixed Black white lineage to Belle da Costa Greene
of Portuguese descent. Pictured is her earliest known letter
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penned at age 17, and Foner observes, “Belle appears to have
abruptly lifted her pen at the end of her surname, suggesting the
drama of the moment she crossed the color line” — and the letter
does seem to show a last-moment decision to pen her name
as “Greene,” not “Greener.” This may sound like dramatic
license, like reading into the writing, but pictures rarely lie and
sure seems to support Foner’s contention.

Julia S. Charles-Linen tackles “passing” and racial identity
admirably in her insightful “The Cleverest Girl: Strategic
Racial Performance and the Making of Belle da Costa Greene.”
Iagree wholeheartedly with Charles-Linen’s “diverge[nce] from
her biographer Heidi Ardizzone’s contention that ‘the term
“passing” suggests a masquerade and deception” and prefer
her subtle, nuanced stance: “Whether she felt a stronger sense
of belonging to one race than another is not for this writer to
say,” she concludes. “What can be said, though, is that Greene
lived her life in the in-between: in the gaps between public and
private, visible and invisible, and Black and white.”

Deborah Willis’s “Becoming or Belonging: Belle’s
Camera Portraits” highlights a handful of Greene’s many
portraits of herself early in her career. But I confess to dislike
and impatience with the “artspeak™ that often accompanies
academic discussion of photography. At its worst this involves
vocabulary as pretentious as wine descriptions and personality
portraits as pseudo-scientific as graphology. The dozen
portraits of young Greene gathered here certainly add to our
image of the up-and-coming librarian, but the temptation to
read too much into them is powerful. Sometimes a picture is
just a picture.

Philip S. Palmer and Deborah Parker’s “Belle Greene and
Literature” enlarges our appreciation for what Greene is least
known for: modern literary manuscripts. Many a 19 century
British literary manuscript found a home at the Morgan
Library thanks to Greene’s enthusiasm for fiction and poetry.
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She disliked fair copies penned by an author after a book’s
publication and preferred working drafts, which “evocatively
capture ‘the differences, the growth of an idea, or the betterment
of the expression.””
as the earliest fragment to survive from Edgar Allan Poe’s “The
Raven,” one of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s sonnets, and a
horrifically marked-up page proof from Honoré de Balzac’s
Eugénie Grandet that makes you wince for the poor typesetter
who had to incorporate this illegible onslaught of revisions.

By far the meatiest chapter is Anne-Marie Eze’s “The
Ballad of Belle da Costa Greene: Librarian as Medievalist.”
Opening strangely with the full Iyrics of a rapper’s tribute
to Greene, Eze segues first into the history of medievalism
in America — its acceptance as an academic specialty in the
late 19™ century and growth in the early 20™. Greene’s early
study of Latin and French and five years’ training at Princeton
University Library with mentorship by mover-and-shaker
Ernest Cushing Richardson and Junius Spencer Morgan brought
her into the medieval fold at the perfect moment. Inevitably
Junius introduced Greene to his uncle the famed financier and
her career path was set. “An anglophile,” writes Eze, “Pierpont
favored medieval and Renaissance codices made in England
or for English patrons, with illustrious provenances, especially
royal ones, and was particular interested in decoration (over
illustration)....” His and her interests dovetailed nicely. With
her burgeoning expertise (aided by tutoring from art historian
and long-time lover Bernard Berenson), sparkling personality
and Morgan’s extensive contacts and deep pockets, Greene
flourished along with Morgan’s collection. It’s amazing what
doors a huge budget will open. She enlarged this network of
top-level dealers, collectors, curators and scholars throughout
Europe considerably, traveling often to England, Italy and
France to consummate acquisitions.

Eze organizes Greene’s far-ranging endeavors in medieval

Some real beauties are pictured, too, such
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studies into four concise sections: Her pivotal role in identifying
and nicknaming the now well-known “Spanish Forger” is
briefly recounted (“a series of fourteen forgeries of medieval
and Renaissance illuminated manuscripts, single leaves,
cuttings, and a panel painting as works all by the same skillful
and prolific painter in Paris from the 1890s through the 1920s™);
her ahead-of-its-day efforts to expand medievalism beyond
Western Europe to include collecting and studying works
from Africa, India and other regions in which “she anticipated
the now emerging field of scholarly inquiry called the Global
Middle Ages, which studies the period traditionally known as
medieval for Europeans... through the lens of Africa, Asia, the
Americas, and Austronesia”; her advocating and mentoring of
women in the male-dominated arena of medieval studies; and
her astonishing success making the general public aware of
and interested in things medieval through popular exhibitions,
lectures, book publishing, loaning out of Morgan Library
treasures to other museums near and far, hosting of learned
society gatherings, facilitation of magazine and press coverage.
All showcased Greene’s impressive knack for expanding and
popularizing medievalism.

It makes sense that Greene, deeply-immersed in
medievalism yet with a complex and multi-faceted intellect,
would be drawn to the avante garde art movements and “isms”
centered in New York in the teens and twenties. Gail Levin’s
“Belle da Costa Greene, the Stieglitz Circle, and Modern Art”
chronicles her embrace of groundbreaking photographer Alfred
Stieglitz, French artist Henri Matisse and other creative types
capturing attention at that time. As for the growing interest
in African art, Levin traces the troublesome but necessary
neutrality and ambivalent, even derogatory interest Greene
expressed. Levin reminds us that “she had to remain silent on
the subject of African culture because of her need to conceal
her Black ancestry,” concluding wistfully that “to know what
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she thought about her friends’ pioneering promotion of African
art in the West would be fascinating.”

Rhonda Evans’ “Black Librarianship and the Legacy
of Belle da Costa Greene” ties in with this, exploring the
extraordinary challenges facing Blacks eager to enter the
overwhelmingly white world of rare book librarianship. Evans
profiles several remarkable Black librarians who against
all adds “sought to document, through the collection of rare
materials, the historical narrative of Black people and to
provide free and open access to the collection.” The fact that
“with significantly lower salaries than Greene, [some] were able
to amass significant personal collections of Black-related rare
books, art, and manuscripts” highlights that Greene “openly
expressed in letters that Black art was inferior.” There is simply
no reconciling the dichotomy between Greene’s ethnicity and
the stark truth that “there are few documented instances where
Green mentions Blackness without degrading it in some form —
using terms such as ‘darky,” ‘slave,” and the N-word.”

Editors Ciallela and Palmer’s “Belle Greene as Director:
Transitions” is an eye-opening look at Greene’s handling of
Morgan’s private collection through the difficult period of his
death in 1913 through her love-hate relationship with his son
and heir Jack, who proved mercurial but in the end trainable.
For me, the transition from this to public educational institution
is oddly blunt. It simply happens. Surely some high-level smoky
back rooms negotiations must have taken place, but who took
part and how it all came about is apparently not known. But
Greene’s role in the lengthy growing pains of the institution’s
early years as it settled into its new status are fascinating and
well covered. Ciallelo and Palmer also trace her shepherding
of the Morgan Library through the challenging World War
Two years and in particular her jockeying of talented female
colleagues into leadership positions.

Philip Palmer’s “Belle Green as Director: Endings” shows
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the somber culmination of Greene’s difficult final decade. More
revelations about her personal life, her mother, and her family
are found here than in the rest of this book. The racial passing
that shadowed most of her life and that of her family bring about
a disturbing tragedy at the nature of which I dare not hint.

Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian’s Legacy is a strikingly
handsome volume, as enlightening as it is upsetting. It is
inspiring to follow such a meteoric career and see the gathering
of such superb manuscripts, books and art at such an institution,
however troubling to witness how race colors so many aspects
of a career. For anyone unfamiliar with Belle Greene and her
story, and for anyone who is but wants a fresh take on it, I
highly recommend this revealing volume.

S . DejborahB . g Paékert’s

ecoming elle a osta

BELLE g)&%%%‘l‘iGGREENE Greene: AVisionary Librarian

A Visionary Librarian Through Her Letters —  Through Her Letters followed

on the heels of Ciallela and

Palmer’s study and makes a
fine companion piece.

This book was not at all
what I expected. I knew that
circa 600 Greene letters to
Bernard Berenson resided at
I Tatti, Harvard University’s
Center for Italian Renaissance
Studies in Florence, and 1
looked forward to reading this
mountain of letters (with explanatory footnotes) as perhaps
only an autograph dealer would — the prospect of a 40-year
trove sounded delightful. No such luck, but my disappointment
soon turned to pleasure as Parker described her process:
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This book investigates how Greene’s vitality
manifests itself in her writing by exploring her self-
characterizations, cultural affinities, and path-breaking
work as a librarian. The march of chapters is not
chronological. Subjects overlap throughout this book.
The first chapter... clarifies Greene’s writing voice and
the distinctive features of her epistolary style. Chapter
2... explores some of the ways in which Greene portrays
her self-realization. It highlights her capacities for self-
transformation, characterizations of portraits of herself,
the fluidity of her views on race, and her models for
living. Chapter 3... investigates some of Greene’s
liveliest responses to those art forms. The librarian
had a remarkable ability to project herself into works
which enthralled her, demonstrating in the process her
considerable imaginative capacities. The final chapter...
focuses on Greene’s portrayal of her work: how she
honed her eye, expanded her competencies, portrayed
Pierpont and Jack Morgan, and promoted her interest in
medieval culture to the public at large.

Plowing through almost a half century’s correspondence
is a far cry from Parker’s dissection and interpretation culled
from her thorough reading of the letters. An appendix includes
“transcriptions of letters which are cited at length in the rest
of the book.” These 22 letters penned between 1909 and
1926 convey Greene’s intimate, enthused, idiosyncratic and
infectious writing style — and leave the reader wanting more, in
case the folks at I Tatti read this....

Numerous color and black-and-white illustrations
grace these pages, sometimes repeating but other times
complementing those in Ciallela and Palmer’s book. The latter,
for instance, includes a small color image of Greene’s favorite
portrait of herself, Laura Coombs Hills’ tiny oval watercolor
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on ivory likeness in an enormous oval gilt frame. Parker’s book
reproduces the painting alone and at actual size — marvelous
to behold. Autograph aficionados in particular will notice that
both of these books illustrated Greene writings penned in her
natural handwriting — swift and fluid, tall and angular, legible
to a practiced eye — and others penned in the “round hand”
recommended at that time for cataloguing and library work —
each alphabet letter squat and carefully formed, easily legible
to one and all.

Becoming Belle da Costa Greene: A Visionary Librarian
Through Her Letters takes no back seat to Belle da Costa
Greene: A Librarian’s Legacy. It merely provides far more
about Greene as a person than does the latter. “Her wide-
ranging observations about herself and her responses to her
many worlds constitute a form of life writing,” notes Parker.
“One is hard pressed to think of another early-twentieth-
century account written by a career woman that offers so
vibrant a response to books, art, and the heady social world
which Greene inhabited.”

2021 witnessedthepublication
of not one but two historical

Pelle novels about Belle da Costa

@recnke

Greene: Alexandra Lapierre’s
Belle Green (in French, with the
English-language translation in
2023) and Marie Benedict and
Victoria Christopher Murray’s
The Personal Librarian.
Historical fiction as an
established genre really came
into its own in 1934 with Irving
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Stone’s Lust for Life, the tale of Vincent Van Gogh, and his
1960 The Agony and the Ecstasy about Michelangelo further
cemented its standing. Its popularity has snowballed in recent
decades, until today an avalanche of historical novels appear
annually.

Lapierre’s Belle Green and Benedict and Murray’s The
Personal Librarian compare and contrast agreeably, given their
identical subject. The Personal Librarian, presented in the first
person, naturally comes across more personal, more intimate.
The form demands that Benedict and Murray convey their
subject’s innermost thoughts. Belle Greene, presented in the
third person with omniscient narrator, lends a more objective,
nonfiction feel to the narrative.

In many ways Lapierre’s fiction comes across as more
factual than many a historical novel. There is a sizeable
bibliography and even a large array of photographs, a feature
rarely found in fiction. And how many novels can you think of
that include an index?

At close to 600 pages, Heidi Ardizzone’s An Illuminated
Life: Belle da Costa Greene’s Journey from Prejudice to
Privilege is satisfyingly hefty. What James Boswell’s 1791 Life
of Samuel Johnson is to the study of Dr. Johnson and his circle,
An Illuminated Life is to Belle Greene and the growing body
of literature about her. It is foundational — the cornerstone on
which future writings on Greene rely or from which they veer,
and always the starting point.

A compelling biography makes for a very different
experience than Ciallela and Palmer’s study in which a handful
of scholars examine specific aspects or themes. A certain
trajectory comes with a well-written, well-researched biography
that chronicles its subject not only from birth to death but from
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the subject’s ancestry through the posthumous reputation. The
author’s approach sets this arc and Ardizzone is no exception. An
Illuminated Life “reads well,” with a pleasing style that belies the
extensive research behind it.

Like a first-ever at anything, An llluminated Life is the basis
which all writings on Greene will refine or from which they will
disagree. It’s quite a testament to this work that it’s become the
jumping off point for research into the intriguing, enigmatic
Belle da Costa Greene.
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