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			I feel like I am with friends, trading fond recollections, and, as one often does, I am telling you how we got drunk. Because that’s what it is. Art is intoxicating. It is not a rarefied nicety—it’s hard liquor.

			And then there is a remorse of some sort. How can one drink and enjoy it when there is the war in Vietnam, when people are hungry in the world, when there is the ugly reaction to the moderate move of the school board? When there are people around us, police and others, who treat the blacks as I wouldn’t treat a stray dog? And this at a time when the blacks have revealed their greatness by producing some of the best writers and poets in the country.

			Well, man does not live by bread alone and there is redeeming value in art. Look at great artists. They can be difficult, dissolute, but they are never base and in their quest for perfection they come closer to eternal truths than pious goody-goodies.

			So we are collectors without remorse.

			—JOHN DE MENIL (1904–1973)1

			

			—

			I regret very much that the word “controversial” is so disparaging. To be controversial means to have original ideas that not everybody has. What’s accepted is never what is the most important or the most interesting. To be not controversial is to remain at the lowest common denominator.

			—DOMINIQUE DE MENIL (1908–1997)2
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				Art doesn’t call for marble floors nor pedestals. It is part of our life, our emotions and our delights. It can be deeply moving but never stuffy.

				—JOHN DE MENIL1

			

			The sweltering summer afternoon of June 4, 1987, was the official opening of the Menil Collection, and seventy-nine-year-old Dominique de Menil stood in front of her new museum. Her adopted hometown of Houston, Texas, had seen oil prices plummet in the mid-1980s as the rest of the country recovered from recession. With 70 percent of the city’s wealth tied to the oil industry, Houston construction stagnated, unemployment soared, banks failed.2 At elegant La Colombe d’Or, a few blocks from the museum, the price of a three-course lunch had been slashed to the going rate for a barrel of crude, which had gone as low as $9.06.3 The inauguration of the Menil Collection at this particular moment only further underscored the staggering artistic, civic, and philanthropic contributions that Dominique and her husband, John de Menil, had been making to the city for nearly half a century. Designed by Renzo Piano and Richard Fitzgerald & Associates, the building was a bold, graceful two-story structure of white steel, clear glass, and gray cypress siding with an interior of pristine white walls, glistening black wood floors, and floor-to-ceiling windows opening onto lush tropical gardens. Inside were more than 10,000 works of art, one of the largest and most important private collections of art assembled in the twentieth century: Paleolithic bone carvings, Cycladic idols, Byzantine relics, African totems, and Oceanic effigies as well as modernist masterpieces from Cézanne, Picasso, Braque, Magritte, Ernst, Calder, Rothko, Rauschenberg, Warhol, and Johns.

			The day before, thundershowers had swept through town, flooding streams, sweeping cars off roads, and throwing funnel clouds out over Galveston Bay.4 But the two thousand invited guests were not deterred by a touch of weather. At 5:00 p.m., just in time for the local news, all eyes were fixed on the new museum.5 “The event is grabbing the attention of the art world and getting word out that Houston has more to offer than cowboy hats and pickup trucks,” announced one local reporter. “The New York Times says the collection could make Houston a center for the visual arts,” suggested a newsman. “That’s a switch—just a few years ago, that newspaper said that Houston had a few nice buildings but they were surrounded by 2,000 gas stations.”

			As Dominique de Menil stepped to the lectern at the entrance of her new museum, surrounded by the blocks of modest bungalows that she and her husband had bought over the years, all painted the same shade of soft gray, she was determined to focus on what really mattered.6 “Artists are economically useless and yet they are indispensable,” she said with conviction. “A political regime where artists are persecuted is stifling, unbearable…We need painters, poets, musicians, filmmakers, philosophers, dancers, and saints.” And at a moment when she might have been expected to make a case for patronage, she went the other way. It was a small but significant sleight of hand. “The gifted artists are the great benefactors of the world,” Dominique announced. “Life flows from their souls, from their heart, from their fingers. They invite us to celebrate life and to meditate on the mystery of the world, on the mystery of God. Artists constantly open new horizons and challenge our way of looking at things. They bring us back to the essential.”7

			Instead of being a monument to the collectors, the Menil Collection was intended to be a celebration of the artists. The building did not house a café, because that would be seen as disruptive. The bookstore, a profit center for most museums, had been banished to a bungalow across the street. “No boutiques and no blockbusters,” Dominique said of her ethic.8 The walls surrounding the art were free from any explanatory text or curatorial remarks, except for the name of the artist, the work, the year, and the medium. There would be nothing here to interfere with the emotion that the art could inspire in the viewer. The names of major donors, often given great prominence on the walls inside other museums, were to be placed outdoors, on a bronze plaque, under a Michael Heizer stone sculpture. Even the name of the museum was spelled out in white letters that were affixed to the outside of the glass.9 The interior was reserved only for the purpose of art.

			It might have seemed a surprisingly strong message for the woman who stood at the lectern, an elegant widow who was almost eighty. Dominique looked not unlike many women of a certain age who could be found on the streets of her native Paris, if rather more distinguished and slightly more modern. She wore a chic pale yellow waffle-weave dress that fell just below the knee, designed by her daughter Christophe, with a black sash, dark stockings, and sensible shoes with low heels. Her long silver hair was pulled up into a chignon.

			Dominique could certainly be severe, even imperious. “She was very warm but very determined, as the ladies in this family tend to be,” said Henriette de Vitry, the daughter of her older sister, Annette, and a noted Paris psychoanalyst.10 Dominique was interested in the opinions of others but only up to a point. Walter Hopps, the founding director of the Menil Collection who was there that day as she spoke, learned the limits of her patience. As he explained, “If I came up with an idea that she found challenging or she didn’t understand, she would say, ‘I don’t think so, but let me think about it.’ That gave me the clue that I could come back to her again. I always had the chance to come back to her twice, but that was it.” Hopps realized that after the third try he had better drop it.11

			And Dominique abhorred small talk. Ralph Ellis, whom she had hired to oversee the thirty acres of real estate that she and John had acquired in the neighborhood around the museum, would often greet her with “Good morning.” Dominique always replied cordially. But if he asked, “How are you?” she just looked at him.12 Susan de Menil, the wife of Dominique’s son François, once phoned her mother-in-law from New York and, as one does, asked how she was. Silence. “Don’t ask me how I am when you call,” Dominique replied. “It was so shocking to me,” Susan de Menil remembered. “Do you ever even think about that? But she was angry. And she made it very clear that going forward it was to be, ‘Hello, Dominique,’ then we would begin the conversation.”13

			A decade after the opening of the Menil Collection, in April 1997, the final year of her life, there was a dinner in Dominique’s honor at the museum. One of the two hundred guests was the theater director Robert Wilson. When Dominique, not feeling well, left before the end of the evening, he walked with her to the museum entrance. “I gave her a hug, which was not something easy to do,” Wilson remembered. “And I said, ‘Good night, have sweet dreams.’ She looked me in the eye and said, ‘I do not want to have sweet dreams.’ ”14

			

			—

			At the time of the museum opening, Dominique de Menil had been working in the world of art for more than two decades, beginning with the taking over, in the mid-1960s, of the art history department of the University of St. Thomas, a nearby school run by the Basilian order. At this tiny institution, with its de Menil–funded campus buildings designed by Philip Johnson, she curated and installed a series of nationally and internationally significant exhibitions of art. One of her students at St. Thomas, Fredericka Hunter, described Dominique in those years:

			
				Her presence was charismatic. Her personality was unconventional as far as intellectual drive and curiosity. Extremely articulate, extremely curious, loved mystery, was very involved with the idea of the soul and God and art as an expression of the ineffable. She was also authoritarian and demanding and quixotic and could change quickly. I got chewed out by her more than once, and it was quite something. She was tenacious and acquisitive, and admitted to it.

				Everything was really no-nonsense; it was to the point. It wasn’t frivolous; everything was sort of a matter of life and death. Didn’t like idiots—she didn’t suffer fools well. She was pretty hard on women; she adored men. She could be coquettish—very sensual, very sexy. Women came in for a harder time. But she would be respectful if you were intelligent and forthright. She accorded each of us, if you could stand up to it, your own respect. I never felt condescended to; you either went along and kept up or you didn’t.15

			

			Many present for the dedication of the museum were aware of the contradictions of Dominique’s character. “She was turned toward others in a way that was quite moving, but she was also extremely determined, with a personality that you could not make deviate from her intentions,” said Alfred Pacquement, director of the Pompidou Center, who was in from Paris. “There was a mix of generosity and determination to the point of almost ignoring advice other people might have. It was a mix that was quite striking, and it was all lit up by what was, without a doubt, an enormous intelligence.”16

			A leading curator from the Pompidou Center, Jean-Yves Mock, had known Dominique since the 1950s. “Madame de Menil was never arbitrary; her decisions were always built on principles,” Mock explained. “She did not have a cold way of thinking, nor a brutal, knee-jerk kind of reaction.” Mock was effusive about Dominique’s flair for the installation of art exhibitions. As he said, “I have known three people who really knew how to mount exhibitions, meaning conceive and hang them: Erica Brausen, Alexandre Iolas, and Dominique de Menil.”17

			Her engagement with art, at least in part, was an intellectual exercise. Primarily self-taught, she was a perfectionist who was fascinated by the act of learning. Her interiors, whether in Houston, New York, or Paris, were always packed with books: art tomes in English, French, or German as well as major works of history, archaeology, theology, poetry, and fiction. Volumes that she and John acquired early in their marriage and always remained in their library in Houston included Yves Congar’s Divided Christendom: A Catholic Study of the Problem of Reunion (1937), a treatise on Catholic ecumenism that had been an essential text for the de Menils; Le Corbusier’s Vers une architecture (1923); André Breton’s Le surréalisme et la peinture (1928); and De Van Eyck à Bruegel le Vieux au Musée de l’Orangerie (1935), the catalog for the first important art exhibition they had seen together in Paris. When she traveled, Dominique often took with her an exquisite edition of the complete works of Charles Baudelaire (Oeuvres complètes, 1954), with notable poems and prose that she had meticulously marked with a single line in pencil on the outside margins.

			

			—

			How this complex, sophisticated Parisian came to live in South Texas had to do with her father, Conrad Schlumberger. When Dominique was still a young girl, he had an idea that electricity could be used to chart what lay below the ground, and Schlumberger Limited, the company that he formed along with his brother Marcel, soon became the largest oil services firm in the world. In those years, it was estimated that Schlumberger logged 70 percent of the world’s wells.18 On the day the museum opened, the company had fifty thousand employees and, although the numbers were down due to the oil slump, annual revenues of $4.7 billion.19

			Dominique and her husband, John, had moved to Houston during World War II because it was the U.S. headquarters for Schlumberger. John, a key figure in the development of the firm, was the first to oversee issues relating to finance, management, personnel, and marketing, putting the systems in place that allowed Schlumberger to become a huge multinational. He even coined the company slogan: “Wherever the drill goes, Schlumberger goes.” By the time he retired in 1969, at the age of sixty-five, he was chairman of the board.20

			In attendance at the opening of the museum were dozens of members of her family, including Dominique and John’s five children in from New York: Christophe, Adelaide, Georges, François, and Philippa, who, in 1981, had converted to Sufism and changed her name to Fariha. The year before the museum opening, the significance of Dominique and her children as collectors and patrons was made clear when they were the subjects of a cover story in The New York Times Magazine titled “The de Menil Family: The Medici of Modern Art.”21

			Also over from Paris were Dominique’s two sisters, Anne Gruner Schlumberger, or Annette, and Sylvie Boissonnas. The extended, international family was impressive in its own right. In those days, of the twenty wealthiest people in France, nine were from the Schlumberger family. And all nine were from Dominique’s branch: sisters, cousins, nieces, and nephews.22 The generation that followed hers, the grandchildren of Conrad and Marcel, were said to be worth a total of $3.7 billion.23

			Inspired by the example of Dominique, many in the family had supported the arts. Her older sister, Annette, was a discerning collector and patron who gave a host of works to the Pompidou Center and, at her estate in the south of France, Les Treilles, had important antiquities, nineteenth- and twentieth-century paintings, and major sculptures by Giacometti, Dubuffet, Ernst, Laurens, and Takis.24 Dominique’s younger sister, Sylvie Boissonnas, donated essential works to the Pompidou Center by Mondrian, Giacometti, Dubuffet, Miró, Braque, and Picasso. Sylvie and her husband, Eric Boissonnas, hired Philip Johnson to build a house in New Canaan, six years after he had finished the de Menils’ in Houston.25 Once Sylvie and Eric returned to Europe in the 1960s, they had Johnson create an even more spectacular villa on Cap Bénat, a protected enclave of more than six thousand acres on the southern coast of France between Hyères and St.-Tropez.26 And it was Sylvie and Eric who commissioned Bauhaus architect Marcel Breuer to design Flaine, a bold, brutalist ski complex in the Alps. Flaine also included an ambitious center for the arts, a concert hall, and monumental outdoor sculptures by Dubuffet and Picasso.27

			The de Menils, though they were moving toward opening their own museum for some time, were spectacularly generous to other institutions, from the Pompidou Center and the Museum of Modern Art in New York to the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. “John and Dominique gave extraordinary things to the Museum of Fine Arts, including the only work they had by Jackson Pollock [until the 1990s],” noted Walter Hopps. “When the Centre Pompidou was being formed, Dominique offered a spectacular later Pollock, The Deep, that Sam Wagstaff had owned. I mean, how many people have given away Jackson Pollocks, twice, for heaven’s sake?”28

			An often-overlooked aspect of Dominique de Menil’s character was her sense of humor and appreciation for the absurd. Walter Hopps knew that Roberto Matta, the Chilean/Parisian surrealist who had been one of John de Menil’s favorite artists, made Dominique a little nervous: his abstract paintings contained strange squiggles and forms that could seem quite sexual. Whenever Hopps suggested doing a major show of Matta, Dominique demurred. “We just can’t put up that much Matta,” she said to Hopps. When he asked why, she replied, “Don’t you see what’s going on in those paintings?” As Hopps recalled, “Finally, she sort of blushed and said, ‘They’re fucking! There’s a lot of fucking going on in those paintings!’ I said, ‘Dominique, the public isn’t going to see that.’ She stopped and said, ‘How can they miss it?’ ”29

			In planning the opening of the museum, Dominique was, of course, rigorously involved in every detail. She worked closely with a young Houston caterer, Jackson Hicks, for a black-tie dinner held the night before the dedication. In the course of planning the event, Hicks realized that he needed to produce several options for every decision. For table napkins, he assumed that she would want a simple rectangular fold, but he also produced more extravagant choices, including a pope’s hat and a peacock elaborately folded and placed in a glass. Dominique studied all three designs. When she saw the most extravagant, she narrowed her eyes and said, “That looks like a very grand party in a very small town in the South of France—I think not.”30

			Seven years before the dedication of the museum, Dominique sat in a Paris bistro near the Pompidou Center with the young architect she had hired to design the building, Renzo Piano. It was only their second meeting, a few days after the first. She had just been to Piano’s office, where she handed him a one-page, handwritten letter of agreement, formalizing their new relationship. As Piano and Dominique began a celebratory lunch, she made him aware of how much this museum meant to her and how demanding she intended to be. She looked at Piano and said, “Welcome to hell!”31

			

			—

			Generations of asceticism had had a definite effect on Dominique de Menil, who came from one of the most prominent Protestant families in France. When she built the Menil Collection, her famous directive to Piano was that it be “small on the outside but big on the inside.” It was an edict that could have come from any French Protestant settlement. Once the museum was completed, the aesthetic was characterized by one observer as “opulence denied.” John Richardson met the de Menils in the 1950s, when he was staying in the South of France with the collector Douglas Cooper. “I’d lived near Nîmes, where there was a big French Protestant colony,” Richardson said. “I had a lot of Protestant friends there, the HSP, or Haute Société Protestante. So I knew why Dominique was the way she was.” Asked if he felt there was a connection between her Protestant background and her sense of restraint, Richardson replied, “Oh, Lord yes!”32

			Dominique acknowledged that her family’s puritanism had made it difficult for her to buy something as rarefied as art. “My father came from an Alsatian Protestant family and Alsatian Protestants thought that indulging in the good things of life was definitely dissolute,” she explained. “For instance, giving parties was dissolute. Wealthy Alsatians never gave more than one party a year, at New Year, and they never invited anybody but strictly family. I was brought up with this notion that money is never to be spent on things that are not really necessary for life. So I couldn’t even entertain the idea of collecting—it was a complete block.”33

			Others helped to break that block, Dominique said, and none more than John de Menil. A nineteenth-century writer had once asserted of the Alsatian industrialists like the Schlumbergers, “These millionaires are without any sense of aristocratic flair.”34 Baron de Menil dropped his title when he moved to America; it seemed too pretentious in the New World. But it would have been impossible for him to let go of one characteristic he had throughout his life: a confident sense of flair.

			Roberto Matta, who knew the couple in the 1950s, suggested that Dominique’s approach to art could be tentative, as though in atonement. “I have the impression that Dominique was the real compass but that John was pretty amused by Dominique’s expiation, this expiation of her sins,” Matta explained. “I feel that each time she buys something it is with fear. Everyone becomes attached to their own identity, so I think Dominique has a sense of danger—the dangerousness of changing her life, changing what she’s all about.” The artist sensed that John had a much different approach. “He was more ironic and sardonic…”35

			The day the museum opened, Dominique told many—friends, family, journalists—that John was the one who really had a passion for art.36 He insisted on the exceptional, she explained, crediting him with some of the greatest works in the collection. And she recalled how much he enjoyed the company of artists, particularly the pleasure he took in entertaining them.37 Though her husband had died fourteen years before, it was no exaggeration to suggest that without the force of his personality there would have been no museum. Because Dominique accomplished so much during the almost twenty-five years that she was a widow, many people forgot that their achievements were shared.

			
				
					[image: John de Menil in the 1940s]
				

				
					
						John de Menil in the 1940s, after arriving in the United States.

					

				

			

			John de Menil has been described as cool, gentle, witty, but with definite opinions. Philip Johnson, for example, received scathing letters from him, criticizing many of his buildings. As Johnson recalled, “The New York Times architecture critic was nothing compared to John de Menil!”38 When Anne Schlumberger went through a divorce, Dominique remained friendly with her ex-husband. Anne was miffed that her great-aunt would continue a friendship with her former husband. Dominique asked why that would be a problem. “It was just very hard being married to him,” Anne replied, assuming that would settle the situation. Dominique’s response: “Do you think it was easy being married to John?”39

			

			—

			Throughout much of his life, John de Menil identified with the underdog, and had an impatience with injustice, that compelled him to fight for civil rights. He had helped Mickey Leland, a promising student at American Texas Southern University, turn from an antiwhite radical into an accomplished U.S. congressman. John’s unflinching support of progressive school board candidates contributed to their election and the elimination of segregation in Houston schools.40 And when a group of Texas Southern University students was wrongly accused of inciting a riot, young men who came to be known as the TSU Five, John de Menil footed the bill for their defense. Were there others in town who were doing this sort of thing? “Not rich white men from River Oaks,” said Deloyd Parker, a black community activist. “Not at all.”41 But his experience as a clear-eyed, tough executive permeated other areas of his life. He was committed to doing good, but he was pragmatic. “I don’t care if a politician is honest,” John once told a younger friend, “but I expect him to be effective.”42

			When friends were visiting Texas, John de Menil knew how to create a sense of western adventure. He took the surrealist painter René Magritte out to buy an authentic cowboy hat and then, with Dominique, to the rodeo in Simonton, a small town west of Houston.43

			He made sure Warhol and his entourage, like many other visiting artists, were offered shopping sprees at Stelzig Saddlery Company, a historic western store downtown filled with Lee Riders, Nocona boots, and leather chaps. Once everyone was properly rigged, they were taken for a prime rib dinner at the Stables, an old-school steak house on Main Street.44
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						Dominique with Magritte at the Simonton Rodeo, west of Houston, 1965.

					

				

			

			“On collecting, they were absolutely a partnership,” said Walter Hopps of the relationship between Dominique and John. “They always shared together, no matter what else was going on in their life. And they had their own personal favorites. Dominique always said, ‘John loved Picasso more than I did. And I loved Braque more than Picasso.’ Braque had a warmth and a humanity, and Picasso had a bold, kind of macho swagger.” John often kept one particular Picasso painting, Violon sur une table (1920), a strong cubist still life, over his desk at Schlumberger.45

			The chief curator for the new museum, Bertrand Davezac, who had known the family since the 1950s, agreed. “Picasso has this energetic intensity which is in opposition to the much more contemplative painter of still lifes that Braque represents,” Davezac suggested. “The same parallel could be made between Bob Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns. She was more Johns, and he was more Rauschenberg. She responded in much the same way to Barnett Newman and Rothko; the stillness of Newman and the silence of Rothko was something she reacted to very quickly.”46

			Although they almost always made decisions together about works of art, John was bolder. “He really gave her confidence, but he was the mover and doer,” according to Christophe de Menil. “He supported her and encouraged her, but most of the major works at the museum were bought either by myself or John de Menil. Dominique was so afraid to spend money.”47

			John was bolder in many ways, but Dominique was also very formidable, and their relationship was entirely reciprocal. About a year and a half before his death, John wrote her a note about the Rothko Chapel. The conclusion: “Copied in the car, while waiting for the traffic to move, in intense communion with you.”48 And a little more than a year before her death, Dominique gave a work to the Menil Collection in honor of her husband. It was a watercolor by Magritte called Les fanatiques, a mysterious picture set in a barren, surrealist landscape. It showed a big, dark bird circling above a bright orange bonfire. The creature appeared to be fearless, flying just above flames that licked at the sky. Dominique inscribed the piece, in the shaky handwriting of an eighty-eight-year-old, “I give this gouache by Magritte in memory of John de Menil who dared…and did.”49

			

			—

			As Dominique took her place on a dais under the portico of her new $25 million museum,50 she was joined by Renzo Piano, Walter Hopps, the Menil Collection founding director, and Paul Winkler, assistant director. At the lectern was Kathy Whitmire, the first woman mayor of Houston, who cited the international importance of what was behind those double doors. At the ceremony, during the opening weekend, were some of the leading American contemporary artists: Robert Rauschenberg, John Chamberlain, Ed Kienholz, Brice Marden, Ed Ruscha, Sam Francis, Tony Smith, and Dennis Hopper.

			The artist Dorothea Tanning, the widow of Max Ernst, who had first come to Houston at the de Menils’ invitation three decades before, made the trip from New York. Also in town was Annalee Newman, the widow of Barnett Newman, and Fred Hughes, a protégé whom the de Menils had introduced to Andy Warhol twenty years before and who had played a critical role in that artist’s career.

			The international museum world was represented by J. Carter Brown, director of the National Gallery; Pontus Hultén, founding director of the Centre Pompidou; Richard Koshalek, director of MOCA; and Henry Geldzahler, the legendary contemporary curator from the Metropolitan Museum. Among the collectors were Joseph Pulitzer, Leonard Lauder, and Agnes Gund. There were important dealers: Paula Cooper, Mary Boone, and Adrien Maeght, as well as art historians Werner Spies, David Sylvester, and Susan Vogel. The architects present, besides Renzo Piano, were Philip Johnson and I. M. Pei. Many prominent Texans had flown in for the occasion, such as Sid Bass from Fort Worth and Stanley Marcus from Dallas, while European dignitaries included the French ambassador to the United States, Emmanuel de Margerie, and two first ladies of France: Danielle Mitterrand, wife of President François Mitterrand, and Claude Pompidou, widow of President Georges Pompidou.
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						Artist Robert Rauschenberg, actor and photographer Dennis Hopper, and composer Richard Landry at the gala opening for the Menil Collection, June 3, 1987.

					

				

			

			Dominique told everyone at the dedication about those who had helped make the museum happen, beginning with patrons Alice and George Brown, whose Brown Foundation had contributed $5 million, and the Cullen Foundation, which had also donated $5 million. “They gave me the courage to go ahead at a critical time when the economic situation made everything difficult,” she explained. “It convinced me to commit my own resources to an incredible extent at the very moment when the oil crisis had depleted them dramatically.”

			She brought out two of her grandchildren, Victoria and Benjamin de Menil, to cut the ribbon. And she introduced two of her great-grandchildren, Caroline and Dash Snow. Young Caroline held her black shoulder bag, while six-year-old Dash carried the scarf Dominique always had on hand for the Houston air-conditioning that tended to be glacial. “The participation of the children symbolizes the part my family has played in the museum,” she explained. “My children have been a source of encouragement and strength. I hope that their descendants for many generations to come will be proud of what was accomplished here.”

			The black-tie dinner for seven hundred the night before the dedication of the Menil was being characterized as a dinner in her honor, given by her children. The evening began with a visit to the galleries, the first time an invited crowd had seen the finished museum. Dominique wore a beautiful crimson evening gown designed by her daughter Christophe. From the great hall of the museum, everyone made their way on a covered walkway to the east and into a large, air-conditioned tent that had been built in a park across from the new building. Georges de Menil, as the eldest son, rose to make a toast. “Mother had an innate visual sensitivity, but she was timid; she could not make up her mind,” Georges said. “Dad’s eye was more passionate. He was always trying for something new. Without his energy, this collection could not have been imagined. I feel that he is very close to us tonight, perhaps just outside the door, looking at the Picasso paintings he loved, certainly wearing a bright red tie.”

			
				
					[image: At the Menil opening, Danielle Mitterrand]
				

				
					
						At the Menil opening, Danielle Mitterrand, the first lady of France, Claude Pompidou, the former first lady of France, and Dominique.

					

				

			

			Georges proposed a series of toasts: to the people of France and to all of those in Texas who had helped make the museum possible, singling out the presence of Governor William Clements and Mayor Kathy Whitmire as well as the great generosity of the Brown and Cullen families. But his lead toast was for Dominique. And though it was playful, it was also a bit poignant. As Georges de Menil said,

			
				
					First, we want to thank you, Mother. We want to thank you for having us. That may sound to some of you like a superfluous remark, but Mother is indeed very busy; she always has three or four projects going, she can be absentminded, and she could have forgotten to have us or have overlooked one or two of us along the way. And I, for one, would certainly have hated to miss the events of the last forty years.51

			

			

			—

			At the museum opening, as soon as her grandchildren had cut the ribbon, Dominique waved everyone inside. An ensemble of horns played Fanfare, a short piece she had commissioned from Pierre Boulez, as guests filed into the building.52 “The dedication of the museum was unbelievable,” recalled Claude Pompidou. “And the little fanfare composed by Pierre Boulez was divine. It made for a real feeling of family.”53

			What everyone discovered that day, even for those who knew the collection, was a revelation. The museum occupied a large city block, measuring almost three acres.54 The building was an extended rectangle, 140 feet wide and 400 feet long, lined up from east to west. The low-lying structure fit in with the surrounding neighborhood, determined not to be monumental. Ignoring the postmodern excess that had plagued architecture at that time, the design returned to an earlier era. The exterior was made of wide boards of Louisiana cypress that had been painted gray, with tall windows that were shielded by white sunscreens and peripheral columns fashioned from slender white steel.55 It was a nod to mid-century Case Study Houses from Southern California, light, industrial architecture and pure, Miesian modernism. There was also the sense of the human hand; it felt crafted.

			The approach was from the north, coming off one of the neighborhood streets lined with one- and two-story bungalows. Dominique and John had been acquiring land in the area since the 1960s—first for the University of St. Thomas, several blocks to the east of the museum, then for the Rothko Chapel, directly east, and finally for the new museum. All of the original, modest structures on the land they acquired, many with wooden frames and dating from the 1940s, were, in the 1970s, painted the same shade of gray. It was a modernist act that gave a sense of unity to the disparate elements that made up the neighborhood, a visual harmony that the museum was designed to complement. As was the case with the other properties, the grounds of the museum were covered with thick green turf, a blend of Bermuda and Saint Augustine grasses, and dotted with mature trees, primarily live oaks and magnolias. The west side of the building was shaded by rows of perfectly manicured crape myrtles.56

			The most striking architectural element was the roof. The top of the building was a block-long series of glass skylights, a system the architect referred to as a “light platform.”57 Supporting the skylights was a horizontal layer of high-tech, ductile-iron trusses in white. Suspended below was a series of poetic, curved forms, called “leaves,” also in a gentle white, that were designed to filter out the intense subtropical light. There were three hundred of them, each forty feet long and weighing seven thousand pounds,58 all lined up to the north to capture the sun.59 The leaves came from one of Dominique’s most pressing requirements: that the museum have daylight and that it be of an intimate nature. She wanted the dynamic illumination of a residential setting, changing from season to season, from time of day, or when the sun passes behind a cloud.60

			Years before she hired an architect, Dominique planned to make her museum something quite different from other institutions. “I want people to get a kick out of seeing something new—be enchanted with a space and an environment,” she said. “The museums of today are tiresome and boring—they overdo things, give the person too much to see. I want a place where people can sit down and rest…relax, enjoy the paintings—like I do in my home.”61 With a collection that contained more than ten thousand works, Dominique was intent on avoiding what she called “museum fatigue.” Her solution was to display only a few hundred pieces at any one time; the rest would wait their turn. “Habit blunts vision,” she explained. “People who live in Chartres take the cathedral for granted.”62

			Her philosophy and aesthetic were perfectly evoked in the entry of the museum. The walkway leading to the front door, bordered by a ground cover of Asiatic jasmine, was level; steps up would have smacked of triumphalism. A wall of windows, twenty feet high and forty feet wide, held a pair of double glass doors. Inside were soft pine floors that had been stained jet-black, white walls, twenty-foot ceilings, and daylight that filtered in through the lyrical white curves (as architectural writer Peter Buchanan characterized it, “The leaves of the Menil neither overwhelm nor distract from the art as they float, indeed seem to swim upwards, in the magical light that floods down between them”).63 To the right of the door, there was one desk, a perfect black rectangle; in the center of the room, there was a large heptagonal ottoman, eight feet in diameter, in tufted chocolate suede.

			The entry was a dramatic twenty-four-hundred-square-foot space that held only four works of art.64 Straight ahead, on the facing wall, twenty-seven feet wide, hung a monumental painting by Barnett Newman, Anna’s Light, a throbbing red canvas with narrow white vertical stripes on each end. It was, at more than eight and a half feet tall and twenty feet wide, the largest painting Newman ever did.65 It was a work awarded the highest level of “wattage,” a term Newman used to describe the intensity and magnitude of his colors.66 On the wall to the right was another Barnett Newman, Now II, a black-and-white vertical work, eleven feet high by just over four feet wide; it had one wide black stripe in the center surrounded by a pair of stripes in white.67 The monochromatic piece stood in stark opposition to the vivid red painting. On the opposite side of the room were two wooden Boyo sculptures, from Congo, of standing male figures. The pair, nearly identical, were almost three feet tall and were placed on white pedestals.68 Ancestral figures, which often greeted visitors to the de Menils’ living room, they were used as guardians.
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						The opening installation of the museum’s twentieth-century galleries, with paintings by Braque, Miró, Matisse, and Picasso.

					

				

			

			Dominique’s intention in the entry was to focus attention immediately on the art, to emphasize one artist who was important to the collection and to suggest scope by mixing in another world, another time.69 “What we did in the lobby—and tried to continue—was to place on the big wall a large contemporary work and then, in other parts of the foyer, add something that relates to it from an older culture,” explained Walter Hopps. “So right away, as soon as you come in, you see the juxtaposition of civilizations, of the past and the present.”70

			Toward the end of the lobby, off to the left and right, was a wide corridor, lit from above, that ran for 320 feet from one end of the building to the other.71 To the left, the east end, suspended from the ceiling in a window, was a large black Calder mobile. At the west end, hanging on the wall, was a towering, brightly colored sculpture of automotive scrap metal, crushed and painted, by John Chamberlain.

			There were two main galleries on either side of the entrance, well-curated excursions through some high points of the history of art. To the left, the first gallery began with antiquities—stylized Cycladic idols in white marble, an ancient Greek terra-cotta model of chariot and horses, a small, dazzling alabaster statue of a Sumerian prince in a tiered skirt, with wide, all-seeing eyes made of lapis lazuli. A few rooms with striking medieval pieces flowed into a single gallery with Byzantine icons and relics. Ancient European works gave way to non-Western art from Africa, Oceania, and the Pacific Northwest—a remarkable fifteenth-century male figure from Nigeria, of the Mboi people, that stood six feet tall, as well as a nineteenth-century Janus-headed dog, a fetish sculpture from the Congo, embedded with hundreds of nails, animal teeth, and shells. Towering relics from Africa and New Guinea were placed in front of windows looking onto interior atriums filled with palms, exotic grasses, and tropical plants.
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						African sculpture in the non-Western galleries of the Menil.

					

				

			

			The second gallery was art of the twentieth century, starting with the most recent works and working backward: a study of a male body by Francis Bacon, Andy Warhol’s Double Mona Lisa, a pair of monochrome paintings by Yves Klein, one in blue and one in gold leaf, as well as abstract expressionist canvases by Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman. It concluded with the birth of modernism, a painting by Cézanne, Trees at Le Tholonet, 1904, and a drawing by van Gogh, Garden with Weeping Tree, Arles, 1888. And there were quiet, perfect enchantments: a small gallery, its four walls holding a dozen cubist drawings, collages, and paintings by Léger, Gris, Braque, and Picasso, with, in the center of the room, a simple wooden bench with a comfortable brown suede cushion.72

			On the opposite side of the entrance hall was the surrealist gallery. The walls were painted a dark gray, the skylights disappeared to heighten the sense of mystery, and the series of rooms held what was considered the most important collection of surrealism in the world. The de Menils had acquired 103 paintings and sculptures by Max Ernst—photographic collages, frottage forests, mythical birds, bronze sculptures, and such significant oversize paintings as Le surréalisme et la peinture—and fifty-four paintings and sculptures by René Magritte covering five decades of the artist’s career. The galleries featured Golconde, Magritte’s famous image of men falling from the sky in suits and bowler hats; an enormous bright green apple that took over an entire room; and the seminal image of a pipe with the words “Ceci n’est pas une pipe.” Other evocative examples of surrealism were Picasso portraits, Man Ray photographs, and Cornell boxes as well as paintings by Francis Picabia and Matta.

			The final gallery, on the west end of the building, was a huge space, eighty feet by eighty feet, without interior walls, containing sculptures, drawings, and collages by John Chamberlain. The artist’s painted, chromium-plated steel sculptures were positioned across the expanse of black floors, illuminated by natural light from above. As Walter Hopps said of the Chamberlain exhibition, “Trying to orchestrate thirty plus pieces of sculpture in there—some on the walls, some standing around on the floor—so that everything wasn’t in the way of everything else was a real trick.”73

			The scope of the collection was not intended to be exhaustive. Dominique saw her museum as a series of archipelagoes, a succession of islands loosely tied together. “She never had a desire to be encyclopedic with the museum,” explained Hopps. “There are four major areas. First, modern, with a great emphasis on surrealism, also including contemporary, primarily important contemporary American as well as French. Then there is the tribal or non-Western, the Byzantine—because of her great spiritual passion and the lovely art as well—and the antiquities; it’s one of the rare places in the country that has antiquity work going back to 20,000 B.C.”74

			Other surprising innovations involved the museum’s work environment. Dominique insisted that functions usually hidden from view, including conservation and framing, be given pride of place. The conservation laboratory was a large space with a wall of north-facing windows that opened onto a courtyard and the front portico. Visitors were able to observe the conservators—the scientists of the art world—and their sophisticated machinery and materials as they tended to the museum’s holdings. The framing studio contained rows of gilded frames lining the walls from floor to ceiling. It, too, had a wall of windows that opened onto a portico, this one near the rear entrance, with some privacy afforded by a row of tall bamboo planted just outside.

			A second floor of the museum, barely visible from the front, housed a series of spaces, which Dominique called Treasure Rooms, dedicated to the storage of paintings, sculptures, and objects that were not on view in the galleries. There were six Treasure Rooms lining a long corridor that extended the length of the building, each measuring thirty feet by forty feet. They were divided by school: modernism, postwar abstraction, and pop art; surrealism; Byzantine icons; prints and drawings; non-Western; antiquities and medieval. In each of the Treasure Rooms, paintings were hung on the walls from floor to ceiling—salon style—sculptures were clustered throughout, while glass cases contained shelves filled with tiny objects. Curators and researchers used the Treasure Rooms to prepare exhibitions and study the collection. It was not surprising that Art in America termed the building “the revenge of the museum professional.”75

			Dominique had managed to create a museum that was as distinctive as its founders. It was filled with their spirit of generosity—first in assembling the collection, then building a home for it, and finally offering it to the public. Of course, she made sure that the admission would always be free. The building was infused with her sense of restrained elegance, her combination of poetry and rigor, humility and grandeur.

			And there was an unmistakable sense of the sacred: the way the natural light streamed down from above, the intense care given to the presentation of works of art without historical explanation—almost as though they were relics—as well as the silence around the paintings, sculptures, and objects in order to heighten their presence. In such a vast grouping of periods and cultures there were common threads. Many of the works had a certain aesthetic simplicity or spareness—though they were not necessarily minimal. The entire venture was designed to be on a human scale. “The building is kept simple and clean and manageable,” explained Walter Hopps. “It is all on one floor, so once you get into the museum, you can figure out the layout without a hell of a lot of difficulty. It’s not vastly beyond their own house. In fact, Piano went out of his way to incorporate a lot of the qualities that are in the house—and as simple as possible.”76

			The Pompidou’s Pacquement responded immediately. “It is a museum in opposition to most modern cultural institutions, where there are lots of spectacles and lots of noise,” he explained. “She made a more intimate kind of music, much softer and, to my way of thinking, more correct—a place where everything is done to put the spectator in direct contact with a work of art and bring out a sense of emotion.”77

			

			—

			Dominique’s choice of architect was an example of the de Menils’ openness to promising talent. She first met Renzo Piano, in November 1980 at her apartment in Paris, very reluctantly and only at the insistence of legendary museum director Pontus Hultén. Piano was forty-three years old and had never built a new building on his own, though with Richard Rogers he had designed the Pompidou Center, a structure she disliked. Dominique and her team worked together with Piano for more than a year before presenting plans to the public. Then they continued for another two years before starting construction.78 When some had doubts about the design—even her children—Dominique decided to build one section of the building at full scale. They put up a full-size section, twenty by forty feet, at a cost of about $100,000.79 Any doubts were swept away.

			The building was under construction for three and a half years. During that time, no detail was too small for Dominique’s attention. To decide on the benches that would be outside the building, she and an architect went all over the city testing exterior seating;80 once construction was finished, she and her team spent almost nine months building out the galleries and installing the art;81 Dominique, Walter Hopps, and Paul Winkler would each take a section of a gallery, hang art, and then critique one another’s work.82 The entire project was an example of sustained, integrated precision.

			It is not surprising that the Menil Collection, from the moment Dominique opened the doors, received constant praise, from John Russell at The New York Times (“It’s just perfect”) to Robert Hughes at Time (“It treats the visitor as an adult and lets him draw his own conclusions”). “The objects sing,” exclaimed the National Gallery’s J. Carter Brown. “I love your dark floors, the way the light comes in, the sense of discreet rooms—instantly one of the great museums in America.”83 Philip Johnson, in discussing the building, first had to confess his “natural and despicable jealousy.” Once past that, he wrote, “I always thought you needed more of an architectural statement. You don’t.”84 Dorothea Tanning couldn’t even wait to get back to New York to tell Dominique how strongly she felt. “Talk about artists,” Tanning wrote from her room at Houston’s Warwick Hotel. “You are the artist par excellence.”85

			

			—

			Although Dominique always said that she hated calling attention to herself, she was elated by the attention the museum was getting. At the dedication, her arms were filled with flowers that she had been handed by her grandchildren and great-grandchildren, bunches of exotic blossoms and branches.

			As the guests had their first look at the art and the architecture, she had more plans. Dominique had long believed that guests should be amused every night, that a visitor should never be abandoned, so after the dedication she organized a series of dinners.86 The 350 guests from across the United States and Europe, probably the most high-voltage group ever assembled in the city, were invited to seven houses around Houston. Assigned to start at one reception, they were given the possibility of shuttling from house to house. Transportation was provided by a fleet of twenty-five black Reagan-era limousines.87 The evening gave the city a chance to meet its visitors; it also allowed out-of-town guests an opportunity to see this place called Texas.

			One of the dinners was at the home of Louisa and Fayez Sarofim. Mrs. Sarofim had grown up in the house of Herman Brown, founder of Brown and Root, the powerful construction conglomerate.88 Fayez Sarofim, her Egyptian-born, Harvard-educated husband, was one of the country’s most respected investment managers, responsible for a portfolio of $13 billion.89 They lived in a modern house by noted Dallas architect Frank Welch, a two-story box with a redwood exterior and an angled roof, sitting on a thickly wooded lot that went down to Buffalo Bayou.90 The interior had well-chosen eighteenth-century French furniture and a spectacular collection of art. In the entrance was a Jackson Pollock collage and a de Kooning drawing, the dining room had a huge Franz Kline painting, while outside, amid the towering oaks and pines, were a pair of bronze sculptures by Henry Moore.91 Upstairs was a vivid red Rothko from 1957.92

			Also receiving that night, in their neoclassical house made out of buff Texas limestone, were Lynn and Oscar Wyatt. On six acres at the entrance to the River Oaks Country Club, originally built by legendary oilman Hugh Roy Cullen in 1933,93 it was a Regency-style house with floors of black-and-white polished marble, a sweeping white marble staircase with fleur-de-lis balusters of Steuben glass, and a long gallery lined with clusters of palm trees in porcelain chinoiserie. Mr. Wyatt was one of the last of the great wildcatters; he mortgaged his Ford for $400 in the 1950s and turned it into the multibillion-dollar Coastal Corporation. Mrs. Wyatt was an internationally known, best-dressed beauty. On the walls were an oversize Dubuffet, a large Frankenthaler, and, over the fireplace, a pair of Warhol portraits of Mrs. Wyatt.94

			Just up the street were Mary and Roy Cullen. He was the grandson of Hugh Roy Cullen, and Mary was a perceptive new collector who had been inspired by Dominique. They lived in a two-story, redbrick Georgian-style house on two acres that backed onto the golf course of the River Oaks Country Club.95 Large and elegant, it was filled with nineteenth-century landscapes, including Hudson River school, and eighteenth-century European paintings.96 Caroline Huber, the wife of Walter Hopps, remembered that party. “Many of the artists from out of town who came in for the opening were there,” Huber recalled. “You went up to this big house in River Oaks, with valet parking, there was a mariachi band and a tray of margaritas, and Mary was standing there in a beautiful dress greeting you before you even walked in the house. It was fun—a real celebration.”97

			A couple doors down from the Cullens were Sally and Nathan Avery. He was the CEO of the Galveston-Houston Company, a leading oil services company.98 The Averys lived in a two-story, stucco, Mediterranean-style house with a red-tiled roof. Inspired by the Museo del Greco in Toledo, it had been built in 1926 and restored several years before.99

			At the other end of River Oaks were two very different settings. Mary Ralph Lowe lived on Lazy Lane in a dramatic modern house by Howard Barnstone, an architect who had worked closely with the de Menils since the 1950s. The 1964 design was of light brick, dark steel, and somber tinted glass with a living room, a thirty-by-fifty-five-foot pavilion, that was raised up on brick pylons one full flight in the air.100 Inside were five paintings by French academician Bouguereau and several drawings by Delacroix, as well as paintings by Albers, Stella, and Frankenthaler. Around the corner was a house called Rienzi, owned by Carroll and Harris Masterson. She was a daughter of Frank Sterling, a founder of Humble Oil, which became Exxon Mobil, and former governor of Texas.101 Built in 1954, Rienzi had a clean Palladian design that sat on a ridge overlooking Buffalo Bayou. In back, a glass-walled ballroom and gallery gave onto a formal terrace that stepped down to a large pool.102 The Mastersons had achieved an impressive level of connoisseurship: eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European art and antiques including English and French furniture, English portraits, and Worcester porcelain (at Harris Masterson’s death in 1997, Rienzi became a house museum for the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston).103

			The final party that night, not far from Rienzi, was at the house of Caroline and Ted Law. Her father, Harry C. Wiess, was a Princeton-educated civil engineer who was yet another founder of Humble Oil.104 It was a simplified French manor–style structure of pale brick with wings at either end, a dark, sloped roofline, and four towering chimneys.105 The interior, primarily in beige and white, was filled with major paintings. Mrs. Law—chic, irreverent, and passionate about art—had works by Picasso, Miró, Motherwell, de Kooning, Franz Kline, and Anselm Kiefer.106 There were a pair of slashed canvases by Lucio Fontana, in red and in green, as well as some challenging works by Arshile Gorky.107 Several years before, she had a big party to celebrate the arrival of her portraits by Andy Warhol, personally delivered by the artist and Fred Hughes.108 Her contribution to the building of the Menil had been a cool $1 million, but her primary emphasis was elsewhere. When Caroline Wiess Law died in 2003, her bequest to the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, was an astounding $450 million—one of the largest single contributions ever made to an existing cultural institution.109

			

			—

			Those seven gatherings offered an impressive view of the city; not only a couple of centuries of great art, but some very good design; and a few generations of big Texas personalities. It was a grouping that also illustrated the breadth and depth of support for the de Menils. Roy Cullen remembered that it was not hard for his family foundation to decide to give $5 million to help build the Menil. “We looked at that list of works in the collection and said, ‘We’re not letting this go to Paris.’ ”110

			The de Menils, throughout their lives, had a vast field of action. Since their move to the United States, they had been involved with artists, museums, collectors, and scholars across the globe. Whether it was having lunch with Braque at his retreat on the coast in Normandy111 or touring the Betty Parsons Gallery with Columbia University historian Meyer Schapiro, they were engaged with, and learning about, art at the highest level.112 The great Paris-based art historian Christian Zervos initiated them into his two areas of expertise: cubism and prehistoric Greek antiquities.113 The de Menils always maintained a home in New York; since April 1961, it was a town house at 111 East Seventy-Third Street.114 They also had an apartment on the Left Bank in Paris and a country estate in Pontpoint, an hour north
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