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THE MAVERICK’S MUSEUM
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Albert Barnes with one of his African treasures.

Albert C. Barnes on the Balcony of the Cret Gallery, Resting One Hand on the Baule Door, c. 1946. Photograph by Angelo Pinto, courtesy of the Pinto family. Gelatin silver print. Photograph Collection, Barnes Foundation Archives, Philadelphia.






Prologue
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Barnes in February of 1923, as his plans for a foundation first attract notice.

Town & Country, Feb. 15, 1923, 30.



The sun was setting on the unseasonably cold evening of March 21, 1924, when yellow cabs began to pull up in front of the grand old brownstone of the Civic Club, a meeting place for New York’s progressive elite on Twelfth Street in Greenwich Village.

From Harlem and other Black enclaves came a crowd of African American writers, including the young poets Langston Hughes and Gwendolyn Bennett as well as the new-minted novelists Walter F. White and Jessie Fauset, all in their best evening clothes. They were joined by the philosopher Alain Locke, a professor at Howard University in Washington who was a Harvard graduate and Rhodes Scholar, and by the activist and intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois, fresh from a trip to West Africa as President Coolidge’s “minister plenipotentiary.”

Bourgeois neighborhoods of the Upper East Side and Brooklyn Heights delivered up leaders in progressive white culture such as H. L. Mencken and Carl Van Doren. They were joined by Horace Liveright and the other white publishers and editors daring to promote the New Negro movement, just then being defined by the evening’s Black authors.

Even as cabs and passengers were gathering around the Civic Club doors, they found themselves giving way before a monster of a Packard sedan, a seven-seater Straight Eight with butter-yellow wheels, a body painted indigo blue, and fenders and headlamps custom enameled in black. Climbing out of his seat up front, a chauffeur swung open the carpeted door of the passenger compartment to release an ox of a man in a double-breasted greatcoat and fedora. White hair above beetling dark brows gave him the look of an aging vice cop—someone who hit first and asked questions later, as this man did in all cultural fights. He was Albert Barnes, coming in from Philadelphia, where he’d first earned a fortune selling Argyrol, the gonorrheal antiseptic he’d invented, and then gone on to collect and show, and throw punches for, some of the newest modern art. Cross him in matters aesthetic, and you were likely to be outed for “clandestine fornication”; he kept bail bonds at hand in case of arrest for libel; he happily admitted that his “specialties” were vituperation and profanity. He offered to settle art world arguments with his fists.

That night in New York, Barnes, in a friendly mood, was joining a banquet attended by something like two hundred people, both Black and white, in a city where the “color line” still went largely uncrossed. They were meeting in New York’s only integrated private club; Du Bois had been a charter member. The affair was organized by Charles Spurgeon Johnson, the Black activist who edited the Urban League’s new Opportunity magazine, joined by Locke as the evening’s master of ceremonies. The supper has long been considered the Harlem Renaissance’s “coming out party”—the very words used to describe it in the next issue of Opportunity. It had been conceived to bring together a new generation of Black talent with white power players who had “vision enough to appreciate the significance of their work for America and present-day culture at large,” as Locke wrote in his letter of invitation to Barnes. The collector must have been surprised to be counted among those visionaries.

Some of the banquet’s diners might have read, and a few might even have remembered, the passing notice New York newspapers had given to Barnes’s announcement, a year earlier, that he had plans for a museum near his suburban mansion on Philadelphia’s ritzy Main Line. It would display the 600-odd works of radically modern art he’d amassed over just his first decade of buying—“masterpieces” that precious few of Barnes’s contemporaries would have seen as museum-worthy. The press noted Barnes’s stockpile of 150 Renoirs, 50 Cézannes, 22 Picassos, and 12 Matisses, as well as his “interesting collection of African sculpture, believed by critics to be the most complete in existence.”

Few guests at the Civic Club would have known more than that about this collection or its owner. Among those Jazz Age partiers, the fifty-two-year-old chemist stood out as notably stodgy.

So, after listening to several speakers’ hopeful remarks about the bright future that must be just around the corner for America’s Black creators (“they sense within their group . . . a spiritual wealth which if they can properly expound will be ample for a new judgment and re-appraisal of the race,” said Locke), Barnes’s fellow diners must have been surprised and pleased to find him talking, in quite concrete terms, about the African ancestors of Harlem’s new talents. They would have been stunned to hear the strength of his support. “African art,” Barnes insisted, “is as positive a form as Attic Greek art and as fine as anything in Egyptian art from 2000 B.C. to 5000 B.C. or in Greek art from the second to the sixth century.” Despite the money they had on the line, it’s not likely that even the most supportive of the white publishers on hand had ever argued—with reporters present, no less—that Du Bois and Locke were competition for Plato or even John Dewey, or that Shakespeare and Henry James had better watch out for rivals like Langston Hughes and Jessie Fauset. Most of America’s elite, immersed in an era of the deepest racism, would never have imagined that any creation by a Black person, anywhere at any time, could rival the “heights” of white culture.

By the next day, Barnes was doubling down on his claims in a note to his Civic Club host. He told Johnson that the Barnes Foundation, soon to open its doors, would be giving “a crack between the eyes” to the stodgy old art world by showing African and classical sculpture side by side, proving the contest at best a draw. Ditto for those same African works and the art of the latest innovators, such as Picasso and his followers, who could normally count on Barnes as their champion: “I have in my house ample proof in the works of these moderns that much of their inspiration came from ancient negro art.” (“Negro” was the standard polite term at the time; it was the period version of today’s “African American” or “Black.”)

Unlike most of the era’s white fans of African art, Barnes wasn’t admiring it for the thrill of a charge they would have labeled primitive—as the product of some exotic Other that stood for a disruptive force that was “against everything,” in the words of Picasso. Barnes was bringing African art right into the fold of all the high culture he and other aesthetes were supposed to admire and using it as a sign of the respect that all Black people, and their cultures, were owed.

A few months before the Civic Club bash, the editors of Ex Libris, a Parisian magazine that published in English, had asked Barnes to contribute an article on African art as “the basis of the whole modern movement,” and Barnes had agreed—but only so long as he could range far beyond that to cover what African Americans had “achieved in thought, literature, music and the living of art expression in everyday life.” Barnes explained that he’d “lived and worked” with Black people for more than twenty years, “and as human beings and as artists in living, I have the highest respect for them.”

His article described Black people’s “subjection” to the “fundamentally alien influence” of their Anglo-Saxon oppressors—an oppression that was still ongoing, Barnes said—and how that led to “the soul-stirring experiences which always find their expression in great art.” For whites, art and religion had become “obsolete and meaningless forms,” whereas spirituals, an African American art form Barnes had known since childhood, ranked with the biblical poetry that stood at the root of all Christian letters. Those spirituals, Barnes insisted, were “the single form of great art which America can claim as her own”—up there with the great cathedrals of Europe, he felt—and he was asserting all this at a moment after World War I when the search was on for a new and uniquely American culture, worthy of the nation’s new place on the world stage. According to Barnes, that new culture might end up being more Black than white, especially since America’s nascent modernism was really just an offshoot of the European version, and that, he claimed, was based on African models anyway.

Discussing and presenting the latest works by Black poets, Barnes’s article bore witness to what he referred to, and capitalized, as a “Renaissance”—a phrase yoked to “Harlem” just a bit later—describing it as “one of the events of our age which no seeker for beauty can afford to overlook.” Barnes wrote that the “mental and moral stature” of African Americans “now stands measurement with those of the white man of equal educational and civilizing opportunities. . . . Our unjust oppression has been powerless to prevent the black man from realizing in a rich measure the expressions of his own rare gifts.”

And Barnes was daring to make such claims in a country where a lynching took place at least once a month and the Ku Klux Klan could count millions of members; where whites were busy burning down Black businesses and neighborhoods from Wilmington to Chicago to Omaha. It was a country where the “hierarchy of races” and the pseudoscience of eugenics were taught in pretty much every university.

In 1924, Barnes’s support for Black rights and culture stood out as bold, however flawed and paternalistic that support can seem now. If he couldn’t rid himself of the racist idea that white, European culture was the touchstone against which all other cultures would be measured—and that he, as a white man, was the one to do the measuring—he was unusually willing to let the comparison happen at all.

“We have begun to imagine that a better education and a greater social and economic equality for the negro might produce something of true importance for a richer and fuller American life,” Barnes wrote. He was determined to get in “a few good licks” for that cause. Only a handful of whites had the courage to do the same.

But there was nothing Barnes liked better than a fight, especially when he could back the underdog. His ferocious, lifelong rejection of elites and elitism—racial, economic, social, artistic, intellectual—was at the root of the achievement of this dedicated democrat as he collected, considered, and taught modern art. For Barnes, that art itself, however deluxe and elite, represented the possibility of egalitarian new beginnings and the passing of old hierarchical ways; it stood as a reminder of his own rise out of grimmest poverty and as a symbol of the ascent he desired for others. It was his weapon in the fight for democratic renewal being waged all around him in the Progressive Era, when the future of American culture seemed up for grabs.




Chapter 1
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Bethany Methodist Episcopal Church, the Barnes family house of worship in South Philadelphia.

“Bethany ME Church 11th and Mifflin Streets, Philadelphia PA,” Mission Album Cities 5 page 77 H11020, courtesy The General Commission on Archives and History of The United Methodist Church, Madison, NJ.



Civil War | Childhood | Methodism

“I was switched suddenly from my everyday world to the realm of mysticism”

It was early morning, at a crossroads by the Cold Harbor Tavern near the Confederate capital of Richmond, Virginia, and the Union soldiers of the Eighty-Second Regiment of Pennsylvania Volunteers were almost blinded by smoke. Explosions roared above horses’ screams, deafening soldiers on both sides of the fight. Bullets flew “thick as bees when they are swarming,” one survivor wrote home to his wife. “The old soldiers say they never saw such a time and for my part I don’t want to see another.”

In the first days of June 1864, in the thirty-eighth month of the American Civil War, General Ulysses S. Grant was keen on smashing the Confederate forces where they had gathered at Cold Harbor. The Eighty-Second had signed up to help, but had no idea what it meant to march against an army deeply entrenched in the land. The men had been ordered to advance without priming their muskets, unable to fire even one shot, and the regiment took 173 casualties, more than half its men. The Union army as a whole lost 12,000 soldiers in the battle, compared with just 4,000 casualties suffered by the South. The wounded were left lying in the no-man’s-land between the front lines; once stretcher-bearers could go out, only two men were still alive, among corpses that covered the ground “about as thickly as they could be laid.”

In later days, General Grant said he regretted ever launching his doomed Cold Harbor assault. Private John Jesse Barnes of the Eighty-Second, the future father of Albert, must have regretted it more. The twenty-year-old from Philadelphia, with only four months of service behind him, caught a bullet to the chest, and his right arm was so badly mangled by shot that army surgeons had to take it off above the elbow. When he left government care, he was still considered three-quarters disabled; the government’s gift of a wooden arm did not solve the problem.

Somehow, none of this ruined his romantic prospects. On April 4, 1867, not quite two years after his army discharge, the twenty-two-year-old John Jesse Barnes married Lydia A. Schaffer.

* * *

The groom was a small man, just about five feet four, with brown hair, hazel eyes, and dark skin. Before the war, John J. had worked in one of Philadelphia’s slaughterhouses, cutting meat that the nation traded for slave-grown sugar from the Caribbean. It was a humble occupation, but in Philadelphia a butcher could rise into the bourgeoisie, sometimes higher. At the slaughterhouse, John Barnes had wielded his knife alongside Peter Widener, who first got an army contract for pork and then parlayed that into truly vast wealth and a great art collection.

But any future in butchering required two arms.

At the time of his wedding, the one-armed veteran had been granted a government job as a letter carrier, plus a disabled veteran’s pension of $8 a month. It wasn’t a lot of money, but those veterans’ pensions, acclaimed as “the wisest and most munificent enactment of the kind ever adopted by any nation,” represented one of the first great applications of progressive social policy in American history—policy that Albert Barnes’s childhood survival depended on and that he later went on to champion.

When Barnes was born, the family lived at 1466 Cook (later Wilt) Street in Fishtown, in North Philadelphia, in a rented four-room brick house, two stories tall and barely two windows wide, on a narrow, winding street packed with endless rows of such homes. The area was crowded with workers from nearby textile mills, in a city whose population was undergoing huge growth. Their neighbors were mostly Irish and Scottish from the lower working class—impoverished but proud, and rarely destitute.

John and Lydia soon had a son, Charles, who had to drop school for work as an errand boy. A second and fourth son both died as babies, but in between, on January 2, 1872, came Albert Coombs Barnes. Dad was listed on the birth certificate as a “mechanic,” but over coming years he would go on to hold a series of unskilled jobs, even working as a lowly watchman, one of the least skilled of all positions.

There was a firehouse near the Cook Street home, and it was the site of one of young Albert’s first aesthetic experiences. As a six-year-old, he’d loved the gleaming engine and its prancing horses; trying to get the scene down on paper launched him into several decades of amateur art making and then a lasting love of art—and of firemen.

Once he’d acquired his fortune and a mansion on the Main Line, he became an avid friend and honorary “Lifetime Colonel” of the local Narberth Fire Company, riding the engine alongside its volunteer firefighters—an engine he helped fund.

* * *

Lydia Barnes was an ardent Methodist.

Her faith was narrow, Barnes recalled, “but it worked—for her.” Her marriage had been consecrated in a Methodist ceremony, and for years to come, the whole family spent its Sundays at Bethany Methodist Episcopal Church. It was an imposing place, with a touch of the fortress about it, founded shortly before in a crowded section of Philadelphia’s far south, where endemic poverty left plenty of church “work” to be done, both evangelical and charitable. As an adult, Barnes followed up with good works of his own.

One of Bethany’s leaders recalled to Barnes all the times he’d been able to count “that splendid Mother of yours, that big hearted Father, and the Youngster”—Barnes himself—“as helpers of mine.” But the church and its services didn’t much matter to Barnes. He came alive at the camp meetings where the congregation left behind the church and its ceremonials.

Streaming out to various country campgrounds, worshippers would flee the heat and stink of the city for a week or more almost every summer. Seeking God in the woods, they shared meals and prayers, listened to firebrand preachers, wandered about in ecstasy, shouted, waved their arms, danced, and broke out into declarations of faith and spirit that would never have been proper in their staid urban lives and city churches. Once in the forest, they could enjoy the “animal excitements” of excess zeal that a contemporary chided them for.

One summer around 1878, Barnes and his mother joined them, out in Philadelphia’s leafy New Jersey exurbs. “Between the ages of six and eighteen,” he recalled, “I was a constant attendant at the camp meetings at Merchantville and Burlington, and I rarely missed the baptisms by immersion in the Delaware River in front of my aunt’s house at Burlington.”

The worship Barnes witnessed had an effect “so deep that it has influenced my whole life,” he recalled. “I was switched suddenly from my everyday world to the realm of mysticism—a realm where nothing else counts except the ineffable joy of the immediate moment.” But the religion that led to was the gospel not of Christ, he said, but of art.

For Barnes, the years he later spent amassing and studying his great collection were all about transferring the aesthetic rush of those meetings in the woods into the new sacred space of the picture gallery. As he stood reverent in front of the art he so loved, the “animal excitements” of his youth surged again; the aesthetic theory he came to spin, at vast length, was all about finding rational explanations for them. His fortune and status had come from the reasoned procedures of medicine and chemistry, and he applied those to the unreasonable raptures of art.

Barnes confessed an aversion to any “hankering for the supernatural.” Like so many of his era’s new-minted rationalists, he spent a lifetime trying to reconcile an early exposure to faith and an adult insistence on logic—and never quite succeeding.

* * *

Barnes’s faith didn’t survive, but he claimed to remember more Methodist hymns than anyone he knew: “Every time I am out in the country, I let loose in my loudest voice of the complete repertoire.” He sang camp-meeting classics such as “John Brown’s Body,” “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” and “Old Time Religion.” Later, when he became one of America’s great art collectors, those were the songs he claimed as America’s greatest aesthetic creations.

He learned them from African Americans.

Decades later, Barnes could still recall how Black participants would “get religion” at those childhood meetings: “It begins with a song or a wail which spreads like fire and soon becomes a spectacle of a harmony of rhythmic movement and rhythmic sound unequalled in the ceremonies of any other race.”

Thanks to such raptures, he said, he became addicted to African American camp meetings, baptisms, and revivals, and to the company of Black Philadelphians “who, I soon discovered, carried out in their daily lives the poetry, music, dance and drama which . . . gave the camp meeting its colorful, rhythmic, vivid and compelling charm.” (Of course, “charm” is an adjective that always carries its share of condescension, and the rest of Barnes’s praise comes with a dose of the racial stereotyping that he never managed to shed.)

There were always some Black members of Lydia’s denomination, the Methodist Episcopal Church; they attended its camps, and some racial mingling was expected at moments of ecstasy. Philadelphia’s vicious racism had led other Black Methodists to form a separate “conference”; it sounds as if Barnes ended up at some of their country meetings. However it happened, Barnes’s embrace of Black culture was unusual in Philadelphia’s white working class. His early willingness to cross the color line gives a first sign of the progressive ideals that went on to shape the rest of his life, however imperfectly he realized them.

The Methodist meetings had extra appeal, for both Barnes and his mother, as an escape from a home life that was ever more trying. The young family moved six times while Barnes was still in elementary school, a clear sign of social dislocation or even collapse. The last of those moves landed them at 2012 South Twelfth Street, on the northern edge of the hideous zone called the Neck.




Chapter 2

[image: presentation]
South Philadelphia in the 1890s: (1) The rental at 2012 South Twelfth Street that brought the Barneses to the edge of a slum; (2) William Welsh School, at 1248 Jackson, where Barnes began to shine; (3) Bethany church, at 1900 South Eleventh, where the family worshipped; (4) 1331 Tasker, the home that marked a rise in the Barnes fortunes.

Illustration based on New Map of the City of Philadelphia from the Latest City Surveys Prepared for Gopsill’s Directories (Philadelphia: J.L. Smith, 1893).



The Neck | Central High

“I wanted to change the status of everything in my boyhood world”

“A desolate, God-forsaken, filthy, ill-drained place, not fit for dogs to live in, and altogether unsuited for families—where decency is out of the question, and degradation certain,” said Philadelphia’s health inspectors in 1867. This was the Neck, filling a dank expanse of land at the far south end of the city, where its two rivers met and often flooded the hovels between them.

In the decades after the Civil War, the near destitute came to the Neck for squatters’ housing set amid the waste heaps from soap factories. Stagnant ponds came slicked with rainbows by the nearby refiners of Pennsylvania’s new oil. Those health inspectors described the neighborhood’s residents as “half civilized and half human beings, living in ignorance and wretchedness.”

According to an 1881 issue of Scribner’s Monthly, if a family could grab and drain a stretch of soil, they might start a truck farm fertilized with their own feces, “that substance gathered in the night which they would not give up for the most approved of phosphates.”

In Scribner’s, all this could come off as picturesque, according to the era’s Dickensian romance of destitution. But for a young Necker named Albert Barnes, it was indescribably grim. A friend of Barnes’s who had gone slumming in the Neck as a youth recalled having been in “mortal terror of meeting gangs of hoodlums.”

[image: presentation]
A scene in the Neck: A Trucker’s Farm-Yard, drawn by Joseph Pennell in about 1880.

Joseph Pennell, A Trucker’s Farm-Yard, in Scribner’s Monthly, July 1881, 349.
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Contributing to a slum’s reek: The 1880 Oil Refinery drawn by Joseph Pennell.

Joseph Pennell, Oil Refinery, in Scribner’s Monthly, July 1881, 346.



Barnes himself got beaten by local bullies who stole the toy tops he’d scrimped to buy. In self-defense, he taught himself to box by sparring with his brother and watching the local bouts. “At 11 boy in tough neighborhood learns to fight,” he wrote in notes on how he profited from his rough early life. “When I was a boy, down in the Neck,” Barnes recalled, “when fresh kids made themselves a nuisance, their companions knocked them down and spit on a part of their anatomy that is usually kept covered.”

Barnes hung around the notorious Vare brothers, Neckers who rose from selling potatoes door-to-door to being some of Philadelphia’s most powerful and corrupt political bosses. (The youngest of them, Edwin H. Vare, later became a neighbor of Barnes’s among the mansions of Philadelphia’s Main Line.) One day, when one of the Vares came at Barnes with a shovel, he knocked him cold with a bottle. For the rest of his life, in whatever he did, Barnes kept his chin down and delivered a roundhouse before an opponent’s guard was up.

As Barnes concluded, grimly but with some obvious pride, “Early habits crop up later in life.”

Those years in the Neck could be blamed on his father. Albert Barnes spoke bitterly of the failings of his tobacco-chewing dad. More than a quarter century after his amputation John Jesse Barnes could be found stiff drunk in a basement and chasing one of his son’s employees with a hatchet. In 1904 he took an oath to stop drinking, but it didn’t stick: he would disappear for days at a time as his wife searched for him in tears. One observer called Barnes’s father “utterly illiterate, vulgar, immoral” and described his assignations with a “scrub woman’s daughter.” Barnes himself described his father as having a “good intelligence and tremendous energy” but as lacking character and as having been essentially missing as a parent. “Unfortunately, I needed a father,” Barnes wrote to a friend in 1920, when John J. still had a decade left to live.

And yet, for all Barnes’s reputation for being brutally focused on his own advantage, he supported his father right until his death, shoring up the veteran’s finances and paying the crippled old man’s sometimes weekly medical bills. When John J. Barnes died of a heart attack in 1930, Albert gave him the final honor of a tombstone that listed him as serving for all four years of the Civil War, rather than for his real six months.

In May of 1912, Barnes explained the reason for the following decades of filial altruism, despite all his reservations about his old man: “It is my intention to make the remaining years of my father’s life worthy of my mother’s memory.” Lydia Barnes had just died, at the age of sixty-five, and she had been the major force in her famous son’s development. “I had a marvelous mother, one endowed with a keen, penetrating intelligence,” he wrote. He had in fact supported that mother, in secret, from the moment that he’d become wealthy, and the savings she died with had actually come from him. A decade after her death, he had plans to call his celebrated foundation after her, but in the end he chose to call it the plain Barnes Foundation.

According to her son, Lydia Barnes had “a courage equal to Roger Baldwin”—the beleaguered conscientious objector who had co-founded the American Civil Liberties Union. (Looking for a model of courage, Barnes instinctively turned to a left-wing reformer.) But best of all, Barnes said, his mother had “poise and balance.” He knew those two virtues had passed him by. “I came into the world maladjusted—and I’m still that,” Barnes wrote.

* * *

Every day, from the summer of his thirteenth year, Albert Barnes got up at 4:00 a.m., put on his frayed pants and whatever semiclean shirt he could find, and, after completing a local paper route, headed forty blocks north, up and out of the Neck, on one of Philadelphia’s new streetcars. (At least, he did that on the days he could afford not to walk.) The city’s trolley system, funded by a rising class of entrepreneurs, had the promise of turning urban mobility into social mobility for the masses who took it every day. That worked for young Albert. His ride took him by Philadelphia’s towering city hall, a Beaux-Arts wedding cake just then being finished, and up toward the new mansions of North Broad Street—evidence of a Gilded Age wealth Albert could only dream of, two decades before he achieved it. The trip ended a few minutes before 9:00 a.m. in front of Central High School, a hulking brick building with all the mod cons of Victorian pedagogy: high-ceilinged classrooms designed for maximum light and air; a six-hundred-seat assembly hall; the latest in astronomical observatories and science labs.

It was a miracle that Barnes ever stepped through its doors.

He had been earning his “own bread and butter,” as he put it, for several years already, with just enough time and energy left over to learn the little that could be taught at his local primary school, a “cheerful and comfortable” place. Thanks to a fine mind, however, and especially to a resolve and drive that never left him, early in 1885 he passed the rigorous entrance exams for Central High, which served all the young (male) scholars of Philadelphia who could not afford private tuition. As the second public high school to open in the nation, it was granted the special honor of conferring bachelor’s degrees. Rather than providing the classical culture of fancier schools, Central aimed at developing “men of affairs, fitted to cope with the practical problems of life.” Barnes had a horror of impractical erudition for the rest of his days, delighting in constant attacks on “the doddering idiots that preach dogma instead of sense”—his description of almost all academics and intellectuals.

Central High came with a reformist, progressive mandate that was a good fit with—because it was an influence on—the progressive politics and ideals that Barnes went on to espouse. “I was an inveterate experimenter and nothing I ever came in contact with did I accept as standard or right or ultimate,” said Barnes about his teenage years. “I wanted to change the status of everything in my boyhood world.” At least in its ideals, Central might have done as much to encourage those thoughts as dampen them.

* * *

Of all the hundreds of students who applied to Central’s ninth grade, Barnes was one of 125 who got in, and only two of them came from his elementary school in the Neck. After his first term at Central, Barnes was noted as “meritorious,” although his ranking then slipped to the middle of the pack. Where many of his classmates came from middle-class or even quite prosperous families, the sons of clergymen or insurance agents, Barnes was acutely aware of the tattered hems to his pants. The student newspaper teased, cruelly, that his “class cry” was “who’s going to treat!”

However much vintage port or fancy art Barnes later consumed, it never erased a clear sense of himself as not quite comme il faut; the resentments this bred never left him.

At Central, Barnes concentrated in quite advanced science and math (on which he cheated). He later recalled how he “ate up” the chemistry labs that were a new thing at Central, even building a lab for himself at home. He took German, the grounding for his later fluency in that language, while a course called Mental and Political Science foreshadowed his later fascination with applied psychology, which he once said began when he was fourteen.

His eight semesters of art and drawing proved as precious to him as his chemistry labs. For all its reputation in the sciences, Central also had a strong tradition of art education, starting with the choice of the illustrious Rembrandt Peale himself as professor of drawing when the school opened. Barnes’s closest friend at Central, and then again for decades in adult life, was the young William Glackens, who went on to a notable career in illustration and painting; around 1910, he became the force behind Barnes’s conversion to modern art. Barnes recalled how Butts Glackens—named for the brass buttons he once showed off to classmates—was a shirker in class but won the admiration of his peers for caricatures that invariably revealed their instructor “as the teacher was in reality, never what the teacher would have us believe that he was.”

For a term or two early on, Barnes and Butts formed an aesthetic trio with John Sloan, who later joined Glackens as a founder of New York’s Ashcan school of socially conscious painters. Some of Barnes’s earliest moves as a collector involved Ashcan works by Sloan and Glackens and others, whose social conscience matched his.

But back in high school, Barnes and Glackens had forged an even stronger bond over baseball than art. The pair played on Central’s team and shared the whole school’s—the entire city’s—obsession with the sport. Returning to Central in 1936 to give its annual address to alumni, Barnes said that Connie Mack, longtime manager of the Philadelphia Athletics, was “the greatest artist Philadelphia has ever produced. . . . His team has the attributes which all estheticians agree are the indispensable requisites of great art—unity, variety, individuality, and the production of esthetic pleasure.” When he was a teen, Barnes’s enthusiasm for the Summer Game would have been spurred by the fact that the illustrious catcher Albert “Doc” Bushong had graduated from Central not too long before, and in Barnes’s sophomore year led St. Louis in a World Series victory over Chicago. Another Bushong achievement might have had an even bigger effect on Barnes: The athlete had gone on from Central High to the University of Pennsylvania, where he played baseball to fund a degree in dentistry. Barnes did the same, to fund his Penn MD.




Chapter 3
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Barnes as a medical student, in 1891.

Albert C. Barnes Seated at Desk, 1891. Unidentified photographer. Gelatin silver print. Photograph Collection, Barnes Foundation Archives, Philadelphia.
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“I was not cut out for the practice of medicine”

The house was three stories tall but only two windows wide, though they were tall and arched and faced south on a bright corner. In the spring of 1888, it became the property of a certain Lydia Barnes, an amputee’s wife who had somehow found the $3,500 to buy it. The house still stands, at 1331 Tasker Street, blocks from the family’s Methodist church. The location marked a clear upswing in their fortunes. It was in South Philadelphia, one neighborhood north of the Neck among residents who were somewhat better off. One of them became Philadelphia’s mayor and then governor of Pennsylvania; decades later Albert could still touch him for a favor.

At home on Tasker, John Barnes now managed a newspaper route, and his veteran’s pension had recently increased to a reasonable $36 a month. It was not that much less than a skilled worker might earn. (But it’s worth noting that his wife still didn’t put his name on the deed to their new house.)

This was how things stood in June of 1889, when Central High handed Barnes his grand diploma, two feet long with a red seal on a fancy blue ribbon and signatures from his teachers. Barnes had risen to be vice president of the graduating class of twenty-six students. He was one of only four or five of them who went on to college.

Medicine was an obvious choice of study: Penn’s famous medical school vastly overshadowed all the university’s other departments. Doctoring would have had a special appeal to Barnes, an incipient egalitarian just then rising out of poverty, since the profession was less class-bound than others. A European physician who moved to the United States in the 1880s was surprised to find that American patients generally felt themselves more or less matched in status with the physicians who treated them.

At Penn, Barnes scored high As in most of his classes. He was made a teaching assistant in chemistry, supervising “the practical examination of urine and animal fluids and the recognition and recovery of poisons from the animal body.” His employment ended, he said, when he encouraged a student to mix two chemicals that blew out one end of the chem lab.

That job and a fellowship just about paid the bills, with a few extra dollars coming in from tutoring and playing bush-league baseball for something like $10 a game. “The soles of my shoes had holes in them,” Barnes recalled. “I was at times hungry.”

He was also as keen to fight as ever: At six feet tall, 178 pounds, he fought a boxing “duel” with a fellow student and figured he’d killed his rival after the man’s head hit the curb. (His opponent was merely stunned.) He boasted of having been arrested several times “for being better able to use my hands than the fellow who started something.” He once spent the night in his neighborhood’s jail.

Barnes adopted a tough-guy pose for the rest of his life. Long after he had risen into wealth and power, when one small-time bureaucrat asked about some minor tax matters, Barnes responded with a volley of absurd threats about exposing the man’s “improper sexual relations with boys.” Such random intimidation seemed to function as self-defense, covering up a vulnerability that Barnes thought others might sense. Based on a couple of years’ close work with Barnes, Bertrand Russell, the British philosopher, said that the millionaire Necker “suffered tortures from an inferiority complex,” and that seems the right explanation for his lifetime of excessive self-assertion.

But whatever poverty Barnes suffered at Penn, and the scraps and scrapes he got into, once again he pulled through with his studies. In May of 1892, pained at having to pay $2.25 to rent Penn’s cap and gown, he was handed yet another red-sealed diploma.

As a “post-graduate course,” Barnes recalled, he then made book at racetracks in Washington and Saratoga and gambled at baccarat, roulette, and poker.

Less fantastical memories have Barnes spending six months interning at the Warren State Hospital for the Insane, in the far northwest of Pennsylvania. Warren was a new, cutting-edge facility, recently founded as only the third public asylum in Pennsylvania and described in Barnes’s day as “not surpassed by any similar institution in the State or on the continent” and having wards “better lighted, heated, ventilated, and kept cleaner than the rooms of the best hotel in your city.” Barnes’s stay there among its 650 patients, divided into eleven levels of mental illness, helped him acquire what he called “a practical laboratory training” in psychology. Its progressive values also helped set the stage for Barnes’s own enduring commitment, even as a millionaire collector, to revealing how great art, and the right talk about it, could lead to the mental well-being of the nation.

He was especially interested in patients at Warren who seemed likely to heal if they could be made to change their thinking and behaviors, in a primitive version of what was later called cognitive behavioral therapy. The idea that psychic stability, even happiness, could be achieved by altering “mistaken” cognition dominated his thinking about the human condition for the rest of his days. He made a habit of telling others how to “correct” their attitudes and behaviors, usually toward him, even if he himself admitted to being entirely incapable of making the changes that might put him less at odds with other people. Those included the “slave drivers” he worked under at Warren. They led him to leave the place.

Barnes also had stints as an intern in clinical medicine at the Mercy Hospital in Pittsburgh and the Polyclinic Hospital in Philadelphia. But rather than cementing his commitment to the sick, work in those hospitals, and a stab at private practice, led him to believe that he was “not cut out for the practice of medicine,” and that he might be more suited to experimental science. “Most of the ills I treated were imaginary, or would have cured themselves, and I didn’t like bluffing my way through the hard ones,” he recalled.

* * *

Thanks to money saved from his asylum work and to the language lessons Barnes had received at Central, whose science teachers had themselves often studied in Germany, he was able to join the thousands of young Americans who had recently found themselves at the feet of German scientists. They would return home, their Zeiss microscopes in hand, “ready and anxious to impart their newly acquired knowledge to others,” as one of them put it.

“In ’94 and ’95 worked with Klemperer (clinical medicine) in Berlin, Gad (experimental physiology).” This was Barnes’s response to a survey of recent graduates from med school at Penn. “In 1895,” he went on, “took up study of experimental therapeutics (pharmacology) and chemistry. In 1900 spent the year working in Gottlieb’s Laboratory (pharmacology) at University of Heidelberg, where I made and completed my ‘Doktor’s Arbeit.’”

In the 1890s, training in chemistry meant training in Germany. The American chemical industry had managed to double its total exports, thanks to bulk goods such as gunpowder and glue. But it also had to double or triple its import of the kinds of sophisticated, profitable products, like aniline dyes, recently perfected by great German firms such as Bayer, BASF, and Agfa.

Crossings on tramp steamers had put the German trips within Barnes’s reach. Once his savings ran out, he kept himself in bratwurst thanks to work he found teaching English and selling American stoves. He bought himself a beer or two with the tips he earned singing spirituals in Heidelberg’s student pubs or, in Berlin, in the “cafés chantants in Elsasserstrasse,” as he recalled, wistfully. He also got into his usual scraps, even engaging in a classic German duel: “I waited upon my adversary at his apartments, accepted his challenge, named pistols as the weapons and he immediately got cold feet.”

As Barnes was heading home, his funds ran out before he got farther than Antwerp. He booked passage as working crew on an oil tanker, but the captain heard him crooning his camp-meeting numbers, and after that Barnes sang for his supper each night in the officers’ mess.

Back in Philly but poverty stricken, in 1895 Barnes decided to shift into the world of mass-market drugs, where he felt profits were easy to find. After a stint writing copy for Gray’s Glycerine Tonic at an ad agency—he was a skilled adman for the rest of his life—Barnes got work at the Philadelphia drugmaker H. K. Mulford and Company. That was a new and newly prosperous firm committed to the latest ideas in mass production and clinical testing. The company was working hard to market its products as serving public health by embodying “the latest development of science.” Barnes later picked up on this mix of science, public service, and marketing—or marketing by way of science in public service.

In 1900, one goal of Barnes’s German trip had been to hunt up highly trained German staff for Mulford. The head of Heidelberg’s chemistry department proposed the twenty-nine-year-old Hermann Hille, a licensed pharmacist and new-minted PhD.

At the age of ninety, Hille could still remember his first encounter with Barnes: “I found him living in a rented room, with a girl he had brought from America. He and I went for a walk along the Neckar River, and he offered me a job as a research chemist with H. K. Mulford Co. in Philadelphia.”

In the first year of the new century, on September 27, Barnes and Hille began working side by side at Mulford. The firm had just won an award at the Paris world’s fair and was expanding into grand new quarters in the suburbs. Its founder, who had begun as a simple druggist, had settled into the high life on Philadelphia’s Main Line. He was a perfect role model for Barnes.




Chapter 4
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Laura Leggett, soon to be Barnes, wearing her deluxe wedding dress in the spring of 1901.

Laura Leggett Barnes, c. 1901, from her Bride’s Book. Unidentified photographer. Laura Leggett Barnes Papers, Barnes Foundation Archives.
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“‘World’ has ‘used’ me well. Am making about six times the income of a fairly successful practitioner of medicine”

The groom cut a manly figure, as his fellow Edwardians would have said; he was tall and solidly built with a bold mustache above a thrusting, stubborn jaw. His brown eyes looked out through wire-rimmed glasses with a determination that seemed cultivated; he was intent on taking up psychic space. The bride had a stately posture and steady blue gaze that belied her twenty-six years. Her gown, as recorded in a lavish Bride’s Book, was “Crepe de Meteor over taffeta silk” with a bodice of “tucked mousseline de Soie with a bertha of Point-lace.” The wedding took place on June 4, 1901, in Brooklyn, at the brand-new St. James Protestant Episcopal Church, a grand Gothic pile with the latest in electric lighting.

The new wife was Laura Leggett, fifth child of Richard Lee Leggett, a prosperous businessman. His imposing neoclassical brownstone still stands at 281 Adelphi Street near downtown Brooklyn.

Her new husband was Albert Barnes, barely five years into his career as a chemist but so sure of his future, and so able to convince others of it, that he could arrange to marry far above the world he was born in. Laura’s father, like his, had served during the Civil War, but as a commissioned lieutenant, not a private. After the armistice he’d returned to a family business that The Wall Street Journal described as “one of the largest importing and wholesale grocery houses in New York.” Laura had never caught a whiff of the Neck.

[image: presentation]
Barnes around 1900, as he begins to come into his own.

Albert C. Barnes Seated in a Rocking Chair, c. 1900. Unidentified photographer. Gelatin silver print. Photograph Collection, Barnes Foundation Archives, Philadelphia.



The young couple met on August 29, 1900 (that Bride’s Book records it), some ten months before their marriage and just days after Barnes’s return from Heidelberg. He was vacationing in the village of Milford, Pennsylvania, in the Pocono Mountains, at the home of a cousin-in-law who owned a small rural asylum. The Leggetts, too, were on a visit to Milford—its summer camps were popular with New Yorkers—and as the story goes, one day when the Leggetts’ terrier needed a bandage, Barnes stepped in as vet. He was welcomed into the family circle and was even allowed to go cycling with Laura and to court her with five-pound boxes of candy.

“That young man means business,” warned a friend of the Leggetts’, but then, so did Laura. Her five siblings called her “the Boss.” Within barely five weeks Laura had accepted Barnes’s proposal of marriage. For the next half century, she stood beside Barnes in all he did as he pushed his way into fortune and then fame. When the great Barnes Foundation opened its doors in 1925, it included, as a major component, an arboretum that was Laura’s project.

Bertrand Russell, the British philosopher, described Laura Barnes as “thoroughly nice” but far too much under her husband’s thumb. Once, after a dinner with Barnes’s school friend William Glackens and his wife, Edith, Barnes uttered the command, “Laura, my pipe!” upon which Edith Glackens, always a free spirit, ostentatiously dropped her handkerchief and exclaimed, “William, my handkerchief!” A guest at another dinner recalled Barnes banging the table and shouting at his wife when the glassware wasn’t arrayed quite properly: “It was crude and rude.”

Laura Barnes was once described as “a quiet homey sort of person, middle-aged, conventional and pleasant,” but that may only reinforce her status as the grayest of éminences grises. When the philosopher John Dewey wrote an encomium to his friend Albert for the dedication of the Barnes Foundation, he felt compelled to add that it would be “altogether a mistake” not to recognize the vital role Laura had played: “No one will ever know or be able to tell how much the Foundation owes to her keen judgment, cultivated taste, remarkable executive ability and untiring work.”

* * *

In 1901, Barnes must have been doing a fine job for Mulford. After just a few years’ employment, he had the money and the leisure to take a ten-week honeymoon in Europe. He and Laura had stays in London and Paris and an adventurous time visiting the lakes and falls and mountains of Switzerland, where together they climbed the ten-thousand-foot Schilthorn peak.

Returning to the United States in late August, by October they had found an impressive first home to rent: a stucco manse, ample but lumpish, at 6374 Drexel Road in the new “suburb deluxe” of Overbrook Farms. That was a quite un-farm-like, fully planned development—one of the first in the nation—that allowed an incursion of a newly prosperous middle class into the grand estates of Philadelphia’s tony Main Line.

With his domestic life nicely settled, Barnes could concentrate on his chemical and business ambitions.

Barnes and Hille had become friends as well as collaborators. The German had been an usher at Barnes’s wedding—he’d given the newlyweds a set of Japanese jars—and was then a frequent dinner guest in the new house at Overbrook Farms.

At Mulford, Barnes helped Hille get better lab space as well as a series of raises, since Hille’s tiny salary had him living on rolls and ten-cent planked shad he trekked to New Jersey to buy. When Barnes became dissatisfied with his own salary, he convinced Hille that the two should work after hours on products that would let them set out on their own, in an American market where the demand for cures was soaring.

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, Philadelphia’s pharmaceutical trade had quadrupled and ended up cornering more than a quarter of the American business in drugs. Barnes wanted a piece of that action. He rented an old stable on Thirteenth Street to use as a makeshift lab space, while Hille lived in rooms upstairs.

Barnes’s first ideas were peculiar: he suggested they try their hand at a cheese and at biscuits. “Came out hard as rocks,” Hille remembered. Then Barnes and Hille found their blockbuster product, inventing a silver-based antiseptic whose virtues, as Barnes was soon explaining to his medical colleagues, consisted of “the high amount of silver contained, its easy solubility, its intense penetrative action and its freedom from the irritating properties possessed by the other silver salts.” This was Argyrol, the source of the fortune that Barnes turned into art.

In an age before antibiotics and the systemic work they do in the body, bacteria were mostly killed topically, by dosing them with an antiseptic; one of the choicest of those was a solution of silver. When applied to sensitive tissues such as the eyes or genitals, however, those solutions could be fiercely caustic and irritating. Unfortunately, these were exactly the tissues involved in one of the era’s worst bacterial scourges: gonorrhea.

A 1910 paper on the subject claimed that as much as 20 percent of the era’s rampant blindness was caused when newborns’ eyes got infected as they passed through their mother’s vagina. A few drops of Barnes and Hille’s product could, at least in theory, keep a baby’s eyes clap-free without burning them, and many states eventually mandated drops of silver antiseptic for every infant.

“With the money acquired from a product which prevents blindness,” said a 1928 profile in The New Yorker, “Dr. Barnes purchases pictures for the sight to feast upon.”

* * *

As Barnes liked to tell the story, he had worried away at the subject of silver antiseptics for three years before a properly workable concept “sauntered” into his exhausted mind one steaming August day in 1900, in Heidelberg.

“The idea was entirely my own,” said Barnes. He billed Hille’s contribution as “merely” that of a technician, perfecting “the mechanical work of making the products.”

Hille’s version of the discovery was that Barnes “merely” came up with the general idea for Argyrol and then Hille did all the hard lab work that the invention and its production required.

Both of their accounts are correct, so long as you get rid of the word “merely”: a successful, salable product required the skills of both the ideas man, in Barnes, and the lab man, in Hille.

With their new product in hand, the two friends decided to risk leaving Mulford and go out on their own. Hille had been approached by potential backers, but in the spring of 1902, Barnes came through instead with a $1,000 investment from Clara Leggett, his wife’s mother, which must have seemed the safer bet. Laura Barnes kept the new company’s books.

On May 14, at a meeting of the American Therapeutic Society in New York, Barnes and Hille first reported on the success of their product, as tested by clinicians in the United States and Europe who declared it the best gonorrhea treatment to date. Within a week, the two men had ditched Mulford to be equal partners in the new Barnes & Hille Company.

With a total starting capital of something like $1,600—Barnes once said it would have lasted only three months, if their products had not taken off—they left their stable for space in an ornate Victorian building at 24 North Fortieth Street, out in West Philadelphia, not far from the University of Pennsylvania. (Like almost every building connected to Barnes, it is still standing.) The rent was all of $25 a month for eight rooms at the back of the ten-year-old Powelton Hotel. Hille claimed two of the best rooms in the building to live in and took many of his evening meals at the Barneses, just a few neighborhoods—but a social continent—farther west.

* * *

As Barnes described it, the Argyrol factory was in a deteriorating part of West Philadelphia that harbored “a crowd of bad boys” who, he said, were mostly Black. Those “bad boys,” or their fathers and uncles, became a vital source of labor for his plant, and then over the years their well-being and education, and eventually their rights and needs as workers and citizens and even as aesthetes, came to take up major space in Barnes’s mental and emotional landscape.

From the beginning, Barnes had included any number of Black workers in his workforce—an unusual move, since most factories had only or mostly white workers. In The Philadelphia Negro, a landmark study written by no less than W. E. B. Du Bois himself at just the moment Argyrol was launching, there’s talk of the “practical exclusion” of Black people from the industrial life of the city. Twenty years later, Barnes is still describing the more normal employment of African Americans as “boot-blacks, janitors, elevator-boys, porters and the like.” He referred to Philadelphia as a “hotbed of prejudice.”

In Barnes’s era, if a Black man was allowed any kind of industrial work at all, it was doing dead-end jobs that were brutal and dangerous and hardly paid more than the menial labor he was normally limited to. As late as 1952, when one white high-school student in Philadelphia landed summer work in a power plant, he didn’t find (and never expected to find) even a single African American employed alongside him, although there can’t have been many worse jobs than feeding and cleaning coal furnaces. Black workers might have considered work at the Argyrol factory positively genteel compared with the normal labors imposed on them.

Barnes said that the factory’s first employee was Black. “He was a nice chap and we liked him, so when we needed someone else we got in a friend of his,” recalled Barnes. “It went on like that and now all our employees are negroes.” The casual tone of that last phrase belies how
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