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Preface

In 1866 a group of eminent Americans sat down at a fashionable restaurant in Paris’s Bois de Boulogne to celebrate the Fourth of July. John Jay, a prominent lawyer and grandson of the first chief justice, remarked to his compatriots that it was time for the American people to lay the foundations of a “National Institution and Gallery of Art.”
The suggestion was enthusiastically received, and over the next few years some of the wealthiest and most ardent art collectors and philanthropists were drawn to this notion. J. Pierpont Morgan, H. O. Havemeyer, the Lehman brothers, Benjamin Altman, many of the Rockefeller family, and Cornelius Vanderbilt all gave their support with money, books, and works of art. The city of New York, for its part, agreed to pay for the building and upkeep of a museum while the trustees retained its contents, an arrangement that still applies.
The project moved ahead swiftly, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art was incorporated four years later, on April 13, 1870. Now, nearly a century and a half later, not only is the Metropolitan Museum one of the greatest museums in the world, but its success is an inspiring story for all Americans, showing what private wealth in public-spirited hands can achieve.
One wonders if the founders of this Museum could ever have imagined that by the twenty-first century the Met would have become the number one tourist attraction in New York, with more than four million visitors a year.
Reflecting the energy and vibrant lifestyle that is the hallmark of this city, the visitors who arrive here in a never-ending stream are an enthusiastic lot. They walk up the stairs, underneath the promotional banners that once billowed in the wind but are now smaller and tethered to the front of this great neoclassical building; the enormous banners, it was decided, blocked out too much light inside the building. In the formidable reception area known as the Great Hall, you can see dozens of people at any one time waiting to meet friends or family prior to embarking on a tour of the galleries.
On a typical day I made a snapshot inventory of visitors. As well as being from the host city, there were people from Tokyo and Kansas, Barcelona and Michigan, noisy schoolchildren from France, a party of nuns from upstate New York, a sculptor from Omsk, Siberia, eager to see the Rodins, a daughter meeting her mother, a German businessman taking advantage of a lull between meetings to go through the Egyptian wing, and two lovers, who remained unself-consciously entwined as we talked.
It is the Metropolitan’s boast that every culture from every part of the world is represented here, from Florence to Thebes to Papua, New Guinea, from the earliest times to the present, and in every medium. Musical Instruments adjoins Arms and Armor, while thirty-five thousand Egyptian objects are displayed on the floor directly above a collection of forty-five thousand costumes. There are nineteen departments or collections, and each could be a major independent museum in itself. There’s the American Wing and Modern Art, the arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, Medieval Art, Islamic Art, and Drawings and Prints and Photographs, Ancient Near Eastern and Asian Art, European Paintings, the Robert Lehman Collection, and on and on it goes.
This is an enormous place, the second-biggest museum in the world, after the Louvre, a building that takes up four city blocks and has more than two million square feet of space. There are treasures everywhere you look: exquisite vases, jewelry, clocks, tapestry, silver and gold, ceramics, baseball cards, Egyptian mummies, sculptures and furniture and paintings. My God, there are paintings, and it is breathtaking to see some of the most famous paintings in the world right here, in front of you, by artists such as Fra Angelico, El Greco, Rembrandt, Vermeer, Constable, van Gogh, Monet. Just name your favorite, and it will be here, a sort of artistic Thousand and One Nights.
All these objects are undeniable jewels, but the more I visited the Museum, the more curious I became about the human component of this institution. Of course one can see the guards and the attendants who work in the gift shops or operate the elevators, but what about the people one doesn’t see during a visit, such as the curators? Where are the collectors who give, lend, or bequeath their possessions? What sorts of people are the benefactors and trustees who give of their time and treasure? What sort of person is the director of this place, particularly this long-serving and esteemed director?
That curiosity was the starting point for this book. It could have been any museum I chose to write about, but this place had to be the one. Even though resoundingly large, it is not at all intimidating, and it wasn’t long before I began to know my way around and really take in and absorb the extraordinary collections around me. Also, I enjoyed the atmosphere and spirit of the place…. I just felt comfortable here.

The adventure started just a short time after I called the Museum to declare my interest in writing about it. I went in and met one or two people in administrative positions, each of whom made welcoming noises. But pretty soon it became clear there was only one person who had the authority to countenance such an intrusion, and that was the director of the Museum, Philippe de Montebello. One sunny early spring morning, I went up to his corner office on the fifth floor, which panoramically overlooks Central Park from two banks of windows, facing south and west. “Ah, Mr. Danziger,” he said, in his sonorous French accent, “you want to write a history of the Metropolitan?”
“No, no, I want to write a profile of the Museum through the people who work here….”
It was a concept I don’t think he ever took in—how could anyone be more interested in people than in objets?—despite my interviewing him, intimately, four or five times. But we struck a deal that day. I would be given as much help and cooperation to write the book as I wished, on the whimsical condition that I read Calvin Tomkins’s magisterial 1970 biography of the Met, Merchants and Masterpieces. Clearly, this is a book the director rates highly! I did read the book—that was no hardship, it is a terrific read, scholarly and gripping. And that was that. I temporarily moved from London, where I live, interrupting progress on a book I was co-writing on Emperor Hadrian, and started right away.

What a wonderful group of people the curators are! I had feared they might be impatient with someone like me who clearly had so little knowledge of their subjects, but they were incredibly generous in explaining their fields of expertise, neither impatient nor condescending.
No less interesting were many of the important figures who contribute toward making a museum building run successfully: the cleaners, construction workers, firefighters, plumbers, people who had wonderful backstories, as the film studios say.
An army of people are employed to make such a building work; actually, in toto there are more than two thousand full-time employees, plus hundreds of part-time and voluntary workers. There are tour guides and security guards, more than six hundred of them, cooks and waitresses. There are the button guy, as he calls himself, who is responsible for changing the button colors each day (there are sixteen colors in the Metropolitan spectrum); the registrar who sends objects all over the world (no, you don’t pop a Rodin or Caravaggio into a Jiffy bag); lovely Hilde Limondjian, who organizes the concerts and lectures; young Remco van Vliet, the Dutch florist who arranges the flowers in the Great Hall every Monday morning—the list goes on and on.
Then there are the trustees, Annette de la Renta, Lulu Wang, James Houghton, and others. It was extraordinary going to their homes or offices to meet them. In some cases, their homes are miniature museums, with dozens of stunning works of art on their walls. The view from the library at Henry Kravis’s office was unforgettable. I have been in high-up offices before and marveled at the sight of parts of Central Park, but never have I seen a view that overlooks all of the park and beyond, into Maine, I think.
I was struck by the level of commitment from everybody whose life is touched by the Met, whether it’s the time and money that the trustees voluntarily give, or the pride and commitment that the employees feel. Perhaps there are employees nursing cynical and harsh feelings toward their places of employment. I had expected to find some discontent—in some of my previous books about institutions, seething resentment or simmering feuds have made for entertaining reading. But in this place, it is as if Oberon had sprinkled fairy dust over the lot of them, and, you know what?—it doesn’t make it any less interesting.
Some of the fifty-two people in this book arrived here somewhat serendipitously. After all, given the Museum’s many full-time and part-time employees, I could have interviewed fifty times that number. To tell you the truth, I could have gone on forever with this absorbing task….
All these interviews, conducted as conversation with questions and answers, were taped and recorded, a microphone attached to each interviewee. My wonderful colleague, Glynis Fox, made a transcript, which I then edited—maybe a dozen times or more, taking out my questions, so the resulting interview appears more fluent than normal conversation allows. (I often wish people would at least once in their lives record and transcribe their everyday conversations, to see the repetition, deviation, and sheer confusion of normal human dialogue.) Subsequently, some interviewees made factual corrections in the transcription.
Meeting these people has been the most interesting, stimulating, and rewarding of journeys. The time spent writing the book and living in New York has been the happiest of times. In many ways it has changed my life. It could have been any museum I chose to write about, but it was the Met, which consequently made the writing of this book a labor of love.
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MUSEUM

Juan Aranda
“I’ll have the sweetest dreams…”

The Met is a clean machine. A battalion of cleaners spring-cleans the place every evening, and a roving team of plumbers, joiners, and electricians patrols constantly during the day. Before coming here, Juan Aranda worked in a factory making cummerbunds and bow ties, but it is clear that that activity was not nearly so important to him as his work here.



I’m from Honduras originally. I was born and raised in a little village right on the beach in the north, where the women worked in the field and the men were mostly fishermen. I emigrated to the United States in 1968 and started work at the Met on August 3, 1970. Coming from a different country and different culture, I found America hard at the beginning, and the language barrier was very difficult to cross. I speak Spanish and a dialect called Garifuna, which is very different from Spanish. But I practiced English every day in the Museum, so my English got a little better.
I am a maintainer in the cleaning department and also assistant to the supervisor. Right now we have three shifts of twenty people. We don’t touch the art at all; there are technicians to clean the art. We clean the public areas after the public has left. Sometimes the Museum becomes very messy, especially in the wintertime, when people drag in the snow. The ledges on the balcony above the Main Entrance are the most difficult places to clean because they are so hard to reach, and sometimes you have to improvise and find more and more extensions to the tubing for the vacuum to get into all the corners.
Some days it’s really hard work, but for me, coming from a poor country, I cannot complain about hard work. Actually, I enjoy the work here; the bosses and my coworkers are all very nice and friendly and respectful.
I often take a look at the art. My favorite part of the Met is the American Wing because the galleries are so different from the rest of the Museum. And my favorite painting of all is Washington Crossing the Delaware because it looks so real. I visit it every chance I get.
I am proud to be a citizen of this country, and I am now quite Americanized in my way of living, because I am glued to the TV all the time. But I’m proud to be Honduran too. I haven’t forgotten my roots.
In fact I intend to retire there. I have a house that sits on a very big piece of land, not far from the beach, with four bedrooms, three rest rooms, a kitchen, and a living room. It’s very comfortable, and it’s all fenced in, so it’s very private. Also, I have avocados, mangos, oranges, papayas, plantains, which are like bananas, growing on my land. Oh, to me that place is like paradise. I invested all my money to buy that property; that’s what I worked so hard for. I couldn’t have done it if I hadn’t moved to America; I probably wouldn’t even own a TV.
Everything I have, everything I own, I owe to this country and this Museum. Everything. I came to this country poor but determined to make an honest living, and I have accomplished that.
All the time I tell my coworkers, “Anybody willing to come to Honduras is welcome.” My house is so comfortable, it’s like a hotel. You are welcome too, Danny.
It won’t be long before I’m there. I can’t wait. In Honduras I can walk in the street and not worry about somebody coming behind me to rob me, and at my place you don’t hear the ambulance sirens, you don’t hear police sirens, nothing, it’s so quiet. I can hang my hammock in the yard and not worry about somebody coming to mug me, so I’ll have the sweetest dreams. And that’s why I call it paradise.


John Barelli
“They know we mean business…”

Barelli is the sort of man you would want behind you in a crisis. Calm, cool, and collected, he projects authority and integrity.



I was brought up in the Bronx, a big, hectic, close Italian-American family, three sisters and two brothers. It was a hardworking community without any drug or race problems. Everybody worked hard and went to college and got advanced degrees; I have a Ph.D. in criminology from Fordham [University].
My mother was very art-conscious. When I was still living at home, we went to the Mona Lisa exhibition. I remember it was a cold day in February, thousands of people were stretched down Fifth Avenue, waiting in line, and eventually we got a glimpse of the Mona Lisa. That was my first time in a museum, and it was the Met. I loved the arts ever afterward.
After I graduated from high school, I traveled through Europe with a backpack and hit all the museums, and oh, God, I enjoyed it. The highlight was Florence, where I stayed for two weeks. The greatest thing I saw was Perseus with the Head of Medusa in the Loggia dei Lanzi. I was awestruck, it was so huge.
Because I had read the autobiography of Cellini, I had to go see the Annunziata Church up near the Academia. It was empty, absolutely empty. I was getting pretty good at my Italian at the time, so I said to the sacristan, “Vorrei vedere la tomba di Benvenuto Cellini [I’d like to see the grave of Benvenuto Cellini].” He took out a bunch of big skeleton keys and opened this big door, and there, right in the floor of the chapel in the Cloister of the Dead, was Cellini’s tombstone. “Grazie, grazie [Thank you, thank you],” I say. “When you have finished,” he says to me, “lock the door, and put the key back.” And he leaves. So I am there all by myself, and on the wall are these beautiful wreaths made out of bronze, and I am thinking, “I can’t believe this. The opportunity to take these things is amazing,” and I always think that started my interest in preventing crime.
I went to the University of Richmond on a football scholarship and had a very good career; I was defensive tackle and captain of the team in my senior year. I had pro offers, but I knew I was too small. I was only six foot and about 205 pounds.
My passion was law enforcement, and I wanted to join the New York Police Department. But there was a freeze at the time, so I became a cop in the city of Richmond. But as an Italian down South, I found it very hard to move up, so after three years I came back home and got into the private security business and was director of security at the [New York] Botanical Gardens, until I came here.
I started as an assistant manager, working the graveyard shift. My very first night I came in at the main door and saw these two guys playing chess in their pajamas. Well, I stopped that right away, and we raised the caliber of guards. The thing I’m proudest of is that from 1989 to the present we have not hired anyone with less than a college degree, and we tell them, “You could work your way up in the organization with your background.” In fact, we’ve had two guards who became curators, Ken Moore and Kevin Avery.
I’m now the chief security officer at the Museum, and I protect the collections, the staff, and the complex. We run a very big operation; we have over six hundred people assigned to the security department. We have very strict discipline, and if you are not following the rules, you’re out. The whole system works on a team concept, because if you’re not where you should be at a certain time, then someone else can’t be where he should be, and the whole domino effect then occurs, and we become vulnerable.
I have a communications center that is probably the best communications center of any museum, with cameras and alarms, and the people who run them are all computer whizzes. We also have a very good plainclothes detail, who we disperse throughout the Museum, and they do very good work preventing things from happening. Also, there are certain specific areas which are vulnerable, a piece of art that is not under a vitrine, say, where we have to be extra diligent in our observations, and we handpick the best people to be there. We are subtle, but we are strong.
We also use our observational skills and experience to predict where there might be a problem. It’s often the obvious. Someone dressed to look like a homeless person could be trouble, this person coming in is drunk, that person’s talking to himself, or we might get kids who are unruly, and we may follow them to make sure nothing happens. We work very hard at taking care of situations before they get out of hand.
The stakes are higher now than they’ve ever been. Somebody damaging something seems mundane today; now it’s people wanting to blow you up, and that’s absolutely serious. Our guards at the front door are schooled to pick up on the profile of a terrorist. We look for anything that looks suspicious: people who are nervous, people who are sweating or wearing a lot of coats when it’s not cold.
But I have got to tell you, although we deal with the negative side of things in the Museum, anywhere from four to five million people come in every year, so the amount of bad apples, whether employees or visitors, is absolutely tiny.
That’s partly because when people come into this Museum, they see my security staff, and they know we mean business; they know if they do anything here, we are going to react, and they’re going to be taken care of.
My special officers at the doors can be armed—basically they have police powers. Otherwise we don’t carry a weapon unless we need to; our weapons are in a safe. But we will use our guns if we have to. We want criminals to see we have some power; we don’t want a person, especially at night, trying to break in and hold us up because they think we are unarmed. If they know we could be armed, they’re not going to mess with us. During 9/11 we beefed up, and I armed everybody for a couple of days after.
When we have something big going on here, the NYPD will assist us any time we need them; we have a hotline right into the precinct from our command center. We are also hooked right into Homeland Security, and they send us e-mail alerts. Just the other day they sent us info about a new weapon they had found which looks like a cell phone but is a plastic gun which uses bullets or .22 shells.
We have six hundred guests coming on Monday night for the St. Catherine’s Foundation, including George Bush, senior. The borough is going to give us a detail out front, and we have devised a security program to coordinate the dignitaries coming that involves people from the security department, police department, FBI, and Secret Service, and there’s surveillance too.
We’ve had many events like this before. The Millennium General Assembly of the United Nations was in September 2000, and Clinton invited every single head of state here for a reception. The whole leadership of the world was here, 160-something heads of state. We worked on security with the Secret Service for six months. One of our concerns was someone renting a small plane and crashing it into the Temple [of Dendur] and this was the year before 9/11. It was absolutely mind-boggling to see all the heads of state from every country in the world lined up waiting.
It reminded me of a time in 1981 when Mayor Koch was honoring the Egyptian head of state. Anwar Sadat had the most unruly security group with him. They were actually taking people and throwing them aside; it was unbelievable. That was in August, and in October those same guys killed him.
There has never been a serious break-in at the Met, like the Murph the Surf case, when Jack Murphy went through the roof of the American Museum of Natural History and stole the Star of India ruby, plus some other gems, and made his escape across the park. He went to jail for some time, but he’s now down in Florida, where he is a preacher.
We have had a couple of small thefts over the years, usually something that wasn’t secured properly; if you put something small and valuable on a pedestal, somebody will try to take it. Mostly they were internal; somebody had the opportunity because he worked here. For instance, a worker stole half a million dollars’ worth of early Christian jewelry; he broke open a case and took fibulae, pins, brooches, and Celtic coins. But we caught and arrested him quite soon after, and I got it all back. He was given probation because he had never got into trouble before, and he is a now a doorman on Park Avenue.
Everyone comes to the Met. I’ve met every single president since Nixon—I met his daughters; both of them are very pretty—Carter, Ford, Reagan, Clinton, Bush senior. I haven’t met Bush junior yet, but I’ve met his wife, Laura, a number of times, and I’ve met Prince Charles and Lady Di, which was quite something for a boy from the Bronx like me.
Well, it’s been twenty-five years of my life, so you can guess this job is very important to me. It’s such a great institution. In the security business there are very few places that are more important than this to secure, and when you tell people you are in charge of security at the Met, they’re most impressed. It’s a bit of an ego trip, to tell you the truth.


Carrie Rebora Barratt
“Jefferson, in a heartbeat…”

She has just come back from training for a triathlon when we meet. She dresses in a bohemian chic fashion, quite unlike most of the curators. She gives little away about herself, but her passion for American art is as clear as a bell.



My field is early American painting. I am responsible for American art before the Civil War, and one of the earliest paintings I look after is from 1729, which is about as far back as the Met goes in American painting. It is a portrait of a Mr. and Mrs. Francis Brinley by John Smibert, who was born in Edinburgh and trained in London. Francis Brinley is a big, fat young man seated with his hands intertwined over his belly, with the town of Boston behind him, while his son and beautiful wife, who looks like a Madonna, are sitting under an orange tree, which bears fruit and blossoms at the same time.
We play a game here where we ask, “If there were a fire and you had to grab something, what would it be?” The paintings I would be heartbroken to lose are a collection of portrait miniatures, of which we have over seven hundred. My emotional attachment is huge. For the most part, what we show in the American Wing and throughout the Museum is very high end. Schoolchildren always want to know “Who could buy this?” And the answer is, uniformly, the wealthy, the affluent. But with the miniatures there was a middle market because they weren’t that expensive.
They were painted from about the 1740s and continued until photographs took over. They are painted with incredible realism in watercolor on a slice of ivory tusk that’s flattened and formed into a little oval and then encased in a bracelet or brooch as a keepsake. They are heartbreakingly intimate, sometimes with locks of hair captured in the back of lockets.
Contemporary guides to behavior instructed how to sit for those portraits. The ideal female posture is erect, poised, and composed; showing “a pleasant countenance” is what they would say, although women wore corsets, so they had to sit up straight or they wouldn’t be able to breathe. Children were often posed with pets, boys with squirrels, and little girls with birds on their fingers. Very few are smiling, and no one is laughing, so no teeth were shown; any kind of exposure of the inside of the mouth was considered offensive, so it was better to keep your mouth closed.
However, if you look at our Thomas Sully portrait of Queen Victoria, which is an immense full-length portrait, you can see her teeth because even at rest, Sully said, her lips never closed, and she had these little teeth that always showed. In his diaries he noted that she was absolutely charming, and very shy, and that she came to the sittings with her dogs and ladies-in-waiting.
He painted her at Buckingham House, as it was then called. You would expect the composition to be very regal and formal, but it is not at all formal. In his picture she is walking up some stairs to the throne, literally ascending to the throne, looking back over her shoulder—it seems as if someone had just called her name. Of course, no one would have yelled out, “Hey, Victoria,” and if someone had had the gall to call out her name, she would never have looked back.
For the most part, painters who worked in America in the early eighteenth century were English and had been trained in London. In a good English portrait studio there was a master who would paint the head and the hands, and then there were drapery painters. Many of those drapery painters went to America, where they would paint the entire picture, which meant that although the clothing is extraordinary, the faces are not very compelling, and the hands are not at all well drawn.
John Singleton Copley, who started painting in the late 1750s, was the first American painter—he was born in Boston—to pull it all together, because he could paint faces too. He just came out of nowhere, like a phoenix. He was incredible. Today he would be a celebrity portraitist.
Copley’s paintings are canonically American. He painted everyone of importance at that time, the most tried and true of Americans, although he painted them so they look British. In Copley’s painting of Paul Revere, Revere looks just like the man who is now on the label of Sam Adams beer. He is seated at a worktable, he has his shirtsleeves undone, the buttons are open at the front of his shirt, and he is not wearing a wig. He is very much a man at work.
Probably our best Copley portrait is of Mrs. John Winthrop; she’s an elderly lady, sitting at a tea table, holding a sprig of nectarines still on the vine. It’s beautifully painted, there is reflectivity in the piecrust table at which she sits so you can see the reflection of her hands in the table, and he captures the costume brilliantly. Plus, there is a lot of character in her face, which is what he was known for.
Another of my favorite paintings is of a woman named Mrs. Jerathmael Bowers. The only thing about this painting that is unique to her is the face; the entire rest of the composition is from a print after a portrait of Lady Caroline Russell by Sir Joshua Reynolds, which Copley has copied: the dog, the furniture, the Turkish dress, the plants, the landscape. It is as if Copley just put her head where someone else’s should have been. Mrs. Bowers would have entered his studio, and he’d have shown her a whole portfolio of prints from which she could choose a dress or a background or a prop. It was like a party game. You could concoct your own scenario in the painting by looking at Copley’s book of prints…. “I would like to be painted with this dog, and these flowers, wearing that dress.” He knew that his colonial clientele wanted to be painted as English aristocrats, and he gave them that opportunity.
We have eight or nine of Copley’s great colonial paintings here, including a dear miniature self-portrait that he painted for his wife. It shows he was very sexy, swarthy, with dark features, dark hair, dark eyebrows, and extremely well dressed. In fact, he cared deeply about clothes, and when he wrote home from a European tour about the paintings he’d seen, he also wrote about the tailors he had been to and details about a red velvet suit he was having made. Of all the miniatures we have here, it would be the self-portrait of Copley I would want for myself; it really is the best. I could slip it in my pocket and be very, very happy.
Gilbert Stuart, who is best known for his portraits of George Washington, was born twenty years after Copley. He went to London to train; he was there for about thirteen years and five years in Dublin. In 1793 he came back to America. The story is that he would have gone to Philadelphia, which was the seat of the government at that time, but when he got to the dock at Dublin, he found out that there was a circus on board and decided he didn’t want to be with all those horses and jugglers and acrobats, so instead he took a boat to New York, where he painted for eighteen months.
Stuart’s pictures look deeply into character, down to the soul, some people say. One of the reasons he captured character so well is that he was a great storyteller. He liked to talk, but more important, he got his sitters to tell stories back, and as soon as people started talking to him, that was the moment when he felt he could capture them and start painting.
When he went to see Washington for sittings, he said Washington was like Morpheus. He would not crack; he was like a stone. He tried everything, every topic of discussion, and finally hit upon horses, and that’s when Washington became animated, and they were able to talk about horses together.
The first painting he did of Washington is called the Vaughan Portrait; Stuart had got a subscription list of sixteen gentlemen who said if he painted portraits of Washington, they would buy one, and the first name on that list was a man named John Vaughan, a Philadelphia merchant, a very handsome man (his portrait is in the Fine Arts Museum in Houston), who commissioned two portraits of Washington, one for himself and one to send to his father, Samuel (who lived in London). Samuel’s version is in the National Gallery in Washington and is called the Vaughan Portrait.
Washington died in 1799, but Stuart continued to paint portraits of Washington for the rest of his own life.
Washington was a difficult subject for an artist. People said his composure on the battlefield was extraordinary, and that comes through in paintings of him. You look at Washington, you see a monument of a man: general of the Continental army, the first president of the United States. He had no choice but to be a monument. The flip side of that was that he was a man of great passion.
I would not be so eager to meet Washington as much as Thomas Jefferson; oh, it’s got to be Jefferson, in a heartbeat. I think he was fabulous. From the paintings you can see that Jefferson was someone who was fully engaged in the process of sitting and talking and understanding what it meant to sit for a portrait. Thomas Jefferson was very tall, thin, handsome, with striking, chiseled features, a very distinctive jaw and aquiline profile.
He was a man of great passion. He had a great degree of knowledge and very wide-ranging interests, including history, wine, and painting. He developed a list, what he called his Desiderata, which were things he would like to own, things he would collect for his home in Monticello. And he found most of them, weird things, various implements of Native American manufacture, sculptures and paintings by certain artists.
George Caleb Bingham was a very ambitious painter. Bingham was painting in the St. Louis area for a New York market, people who wanted to think of the West as a rural, underdeveloped idyll; there was already a nostalgia for that way of life. The Jolly Flatboatmen, which is in the National Gallery of Art, depicts the joyous life of the riverboatmen on the Missouri, dancing on top of a riverboat. Whether or not there were boatmen who were jolly in real life, jumping on their flatboats as they went down the river, is open to question, but with the men in pink shirts and the beautiful luminous water, it is very agreeable to look at.
The Jolly Flatboatmen is very in your face: happy, happy life on the Missouri. An even better picture than that is The Fur Traders (here at the Met). This picture is very serene, perhaps a little eerie, and rather mysterious. When you look at the picture, you’re not quite sure what’s going on. You don’t know what the relationship is between the man and the boy. They are going to market in a canoe with their furs, and they have an animal on the prow of the canoe, but it’s unclear whether it is a pet or a captive or even what animal it is. I think it’s a bear, and I recently learned that bear was a delicacy in the river towns along the Missouri, so he’s going to be eaten; he’s food.
One of the most famous paintings in the collection is Washington Crossing the Delaware. It is on so many brochures and membership leaflets in the Museum that it’s like a celebrity who is overexposed, you know, like we say Jennifer Aniston should stay off magazine covers for a while because we see too much of her.
It’s such an icon that it’s hard to understand it as a painting. It crosses patriotism and mythology, and its sheer immensity and power make it very hard to understand in a chronological context. We are trying to figure out how to make the painting more meaningful. We’re planning a major renovation of the American Wing, so we have it in mind to install it with two other immense paintings that were done at about the same time (the mid-nineteenth century) and show it not just in the context of Washington and the American Revolution but of patriotic sentiment in America in the pre–Civil War period.
It’s just spectacular in the way it captures a historic event on a very large scale, and it is beautifully painted. The artist, Emanuel Leutze, was born in Germany and studied in Düsseldorf, and it is a perfect example of what some people call Düsseldorf training, which is a very minute presentation along with historical accuracy.
Of course Washington was dead when Leutze painted it in 1848, but Leutze got the very uniform Washington wore from the Smithsonian and had a friend model the uniform so he could get it right, and he researched the kinds of boats that would have been used. He makes it look as if he were on the spot; if someone said here was a painter who had seen this event, you would almost believe it.
Nevertheless, Leutze gets the weather wrong. It was winter, but there would never have been icebergs in the Delaware River. Historians say that the boat is going the wrong way, and there were no horses in the boats. There are too many men. Some of the uniforms of the men are from mid-nineteenth-century uniforms, and details of the flag are incorrect; the flag he copied was not in existence at the time Washington crossed the Delaware. He gets Washington pretty well right, although Washington never stood in the boat.
One interesting footnote: when the painting was almost complete, and Leutze was getting ready to ship it to America, it was burned in a studio fire—gone, completely destroyed—and he started it all over again. So this is the second one he painted, which is just mind-boggling.
It was hung first in a New York gallery, and then it went to Washington, D.C., where it immediately caught on. The painting was feted across the nation. This was an era when there were lots of revolutions across Europe, and fifty years after his death Washington had become this mythological, monumental hero bar none. He epitomized the kind of hero that in some ways we are still looking for
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