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FOREWORD

William A. Clark Collection at the Corcoran Gallery of Art. In 1925 Clark

left much of his large and varied collection to the Corcoran. The following
year, the museum accessioned more than eight hundred objects, including European
and American paintings; Greek and Roman antiquities; Near Eastern carpets;
European drawings, sculpture, tapestries, antique lace, ceramics, furniture, and dec-
orative arts; and our splendid eighteenth-century French room, the Salon Doré. In
March 1928 the Corcoran presented the collection to the public in a suite of state-
of-the-art galleries designed by the leading museum architect of the day, Charles
Adams Platt. Clark’s two daughters from his first marriage, Mary Clark de Brabant
and Katherine Clark Morris, Clark’s second wife, Anna E. Clark, and their daugh-
ter, Huguette Marcelle Clark, donated the funds that made the addition possible.
The famous William A. Clark Collection opened not only to Washingtonians but
also to legions of visitors to the Corcoran from around the nation and abroad.

The Clark bequest was a pivotal moment in the Corcoran’ long history. The gift
changed the institution in several fundamental ways: it greatly enlarged the scope of
the permanent collection; it complemented the Corcoran’s stellar holdings of
American art with European masterpieces; it boosted the Corcoran’s ability to con-
tinue to fulfill its role as a leading cultural institution in our city; and it provided
important directions inside the institution for research, exhibitions, and publications
related to European art.

William A. Clark’s gift changed the Corcoran overnight, but it was the culmina-
tion of a cordial twenty-five-year relationship between the Corcoran’s leadership and
Clark, who moved to Washington to serve as one of Montana’s first senators in 19o1.
The next year he made the first of many loans to the Corcoran, the great theatrical
painting by the American artist Edwin Austin Abbey based on Shakespeare’s Henry
VI, The Trial of Queen Katherine (fig. 19; p. 127). Beginning in 1907 Clark donated
prize money for the first seven biennial exhibitions of American paintings. In 1921
he gave the Corcoran $100,000 to endow the prizes permanently and to purchase
paintings from the biennials. It is important to recognize the significance of Clark’s
early support of the biennials and the additional funds donated by his widow, Anna,
to defray the costs of organizing these exhibitions. Historically, acquisitions from the
biennials have brought the Corcoran many of its most important American works.
Clark maintained a lively interest in the Corcoran’s programs even after he left the
United States Senate in 1907 and moved to New York City. Finally, he served ably
as a trustee of the Corcoran from 1914 until his death.

By 1925 the Corcoran had already outgrown two buildings, first the art gallery
designed by James Renwick on Pennsylvania Avenue across from the White House,
and second, the present location of the Corcoran, the neoclassical masterpiece
designed by Ernest Flagg. In fact, an art writer in the 1920s noted that when the
biennial was on view, the Corcoran’s permanent collection had to be put in storage.
Clearly the Clark bequest would require additional exhibition galleries, and the Clark
family graciously provided the means for the Corcoran to expand.

The Clark family continues to be engaged with the Corcoran to this day, enthu-
siastically supporting a wide variety of important projects. John Hall, one of Senator
Clark’s great-grandsons, served a remarkable thirty years, from 1969 until 1999, on

This handsome publication celebrates the seventy-fifth anniversary of the



Louis-Maurice Boutet de Monvel
Her Appeal to the Dauphin, 1906
(detail; see p. 130)

the Corcoran’s Board of Trustees.
His daughter Carla Hall continues this
legacy as a member of the Board of
Overseers of the Corcoran College
of Art and Design. Antiquities to
Impressionism, which accompanies the
marvelous exhibition celebrating the
William A. Clark Collection at the
Corcoran, is but the most recent fruit of
the family's steadfast interest. Their
commitment to the Corcoran encom-
passes an unselfish tradition of service,
and we are very proud that Clark
descendants have continued to play an
active part in guiding the day-to-day
life of the institution.

I like to think that Senator Clark
would be pleased if not astonished by
the Corcoran’s current vibrancy. The
institution has once again reached a
pivotal moment in its history. The
museum’s programming has never
been more varied nor attracted a larger audience, enrollment
at the College of Art and Design is at an all-time high, and
once again the Corcoran has outgrown its spaces.

The beginning of the twenty-first century is a time of great
optimism and hope for the future at the Corcoran. Plans are
well under way to expand the Corcoran with an addition to the
museum and the college by the most celebrated architect
working today, Frank Gehry. As we look back at where we
have been, take stock of where we are, and dream of where we
will be, we gratefully acknowledge the great private patrons in
the Corcoran’s past—William Wilson Corcoran in the nine-
teenth century and William A. Clark and his family in the
twentieth century—as we prepare new ground for the great
patrons of the twenty-first century.

Laura Coyle, Curator of European Art at the Corcoran,
suggested this exhibition and research project in September
1998, and Dare Myers Hartwell, Director of Conservation at
the Corcoran and leading expert on William A. Clark’s Fifth
Avenue mansion and the Salon Doré, quickly volunteered
her participation. They have worked diligently under the
leadership of Jacquelyn Days Serwer, Chief Curator, and
have benefited from her graceful guidance. Their dedication
is reflected in the contents of this beautiful publication,
designed by Robert Villaflor, Design Director at the
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Corcoran. The essays and the short entries on the seventy-
five works or sets of works the book features present exciting
new research on Clark, his collection, and his relationship to
the Corcoran.

I am very pleased that two of Clark’s great-grandsons have
also contributed to this publication. Lewis Morris Hall pro-
vided an elegant introduction. This is the second time Mr.
Hall has participated in a Clark celebration: he wrote the use-
ful biography of William A. Clark for the Corcoran’s Clark
Collection fiftieth-anniversary publication. The other great-
grandson is André Baeyens, who writes about Clark’s great
interest in French culture. Mr. Baeyens is also a familiar name
to Corcoran devotees as one of the essayists for our recent
publication on the Salon Doré.

I hope you will enjoy this book and the wonderful diversi-
ty of Senator Clarks generous gift to the Corcoran. The
William A. Clark Collection is one of Washington’s great
treasures, and the Corcoran is honored to be its home.

DAVID C. LEVY
President and Director
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Cabaret, 1876/1877
(detail; see p.125)

INTRODUCTION

LEWIS MORRIS HALL

illiam Andrews Clark, my great-grandfather, became a senator from

‘ ; s / Montana not long after it had changed its status from territory to state.

One can only be impressed by the tremendous energy he devoted to the

activities that mattered to him, particularly his business empire and his art collect-
ing, both of which made him a well-known figure in his lifetime.

Clark’ early fortune was made in copper in the city of Butte during the late nine-
teenth century, a time of mining ventures and conflicts that became known as the

War of the Copper Kings. Copper began to be used at
this time for wiring, because it was an excellent conduc-
tor of electricity, and rapidly it became an extremely
valuable commodity. His rivals in this field were Marcus
Daly and Frederick Augustus Heinze. With the money
he made, Daly built up an important racing stable. Clark,
on the other hand, used his fortune to invest further in a
wide variety of business ventures and, loving art, to form
a notable art collection. The collection reflected his
many interests, which included paintings and drawings,
antiquities and Italian maiolica, as well as Persian carpets
and French tapestries. He was one in a long line of
American collectors who felt that, once he had created a
collection, it should be given to the American people for
their benefit, education, and enjoyment. This is one of
the important underlying themes of art collecting in
America. Collections like Clark’s, lovingly built and generously given away, are the
foundations on which the great museum collections in this country were built.

When Senator Clark died in 1925 and his collection was bequeathed to the
Corcoran Gallery of Art, his daughter Katherine Clark Morris, my grandmother,
was one of the donors of the Clark Wing at the Corcoran, along with her sister
Mary Clark de Brabant; Senator Clark’s second wife, Anna E. Clark; and his
daughter by his second wife, Huguette Marcelle Clark. My grandmother also
established the Katherine Clark Morris Fund for the conservation of the Clark
Collection; some of the funds from this gift were used for the preparation of
this commemorative anniversary exhibition. To this day descendants of William
Andrews Clark continue to take an active interest in the Corcoran Gallery of Art
and the William A. Clark Collection.

An essay by my cousin, André Baeyens, follows this introduction. In it André
explores Clark’s great affection for France and things French. Dare Myers Hartwell,
conservator at the Corcoran and manager of the fund my grandmother established,
discusses Clark’s collecting in the context of other millionaire collectors of his time and
the relationship between his collection and the enormous mansion he built over many
years in New York City. Laura Coyle, Curator of European Art at the Corcoran,
examines Clark’s long relatonship with the Corcoran and the tremendous interest
generated in the press and among art lovers around the nation when Clark’s bequest
was announced in 1925 and his collection was opened to the public at the Corcoran in
1928. Finally, a selection of seventy-five works, or sets of works, are featured in cele-
bradon of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Clark Collection at the Corcoran.

THE WILLIAM A. CLARK COLLECTION 9



Louis-Maurice Boutet de Monvel
Foan of Arc Series: The Vision and Inspiration,
1911 (detail; see page 130)

10

SENATOR CLARK,
AMI DE LA FRANCE

ANDRE BAEYENS

events organized to mark that anniversary was the opening of the Philadelphia
Exposition, attended by politicians, businessmen, the financial élite of the day—
and William Andrews Clark.

At the time, Clark was thirty-seven years old. In the then Territory of Montana,
he was already known as a miner, banker, and capitalist. He was also considering a
career in politics. His first step in that direction was taken when his governor,
Benjamin Potts, chose Clark to be the “orator” for the territory and to address the
gathering in Philadelphia on behalf of Montana. It was said that Clark delivered a
lucid presentation of the realities and resources of the territory.

Philadelphia had also accepted as a silent visitor the wrist, hand, and torch of the
Statue of Liberty, being built in Paris as a gift from the new French Republic to its
sister Republic of the United States. The two main instigators of this spectacular
project, René de Laboulaye and the sculptor Auguste Bartholdi, were hoping to fin-
ish the statue by 1881, in time for the centenary of the Battle of Yorktown. But pub-
lic opinion in the United States had not as yet made up its collective mind as to the
significance and appropriateness of this unusual idea.

The erection of the right forearm of Miss Liberty in the gardens of the exposition
was a calculated signal to the American public: the colossus is coming! What was to
be the highest part of the statue could be visited through an entry in the wrist, where
a staircase led visitors up to the platform surrounding the flame.

As the official representative of Governor Potts, Clark was duty-bound to visit
each and every one of the exhibits and displays of the exposidon, including the torch
of Liberty. As a copper miner, he was sure to be attracted by the giant copper hand,
feeling and caressing its skin in a knowing way. It could have been his first contact
with a French work of art. Was it to be the moment of Clark’s awakening to things
French, and of his resolution to visit Paris? I hope so.

After all, it was only two years later that Clark and his wife, Katherine, arrived for
the first time in Europe, where he would settle his family, first in Dresden, then in
Paris, to ensure the proper cultural development of their four children, and proba-
bly also to distance them from the raucous, violent, and polluted life in Butte at its
booming best.

On arriving in Paris in 1878, the Clarks discovered a city that had suffered terri-
bly during the siege laid by the Prussians and the subsequent insurrection of the
Commune, in 1870 and 1871. The birth of France’s Third Republic was long and
difficult. But Paris quickly recovered its cultural and social life, as well as the famous
gaiety of its nightlife. The Eiffel Tower, built in 1889, symbolized the rebirth of the
City of Light: its designer had also conceived the metal structure of Liberty
Enlightening the World (The Statue of Liberty), finally inaugurated on New York’s
Bedloe’s Island in 1886.

Clark returned every winter to visit his family. Back in Montana, his yearly trips
to France became a standing joke among his critics, who called him “the Paris mil-
lionaire.” And why would a rich American go repeatedly to Paris, if not to enjoy its
seamy pleasures? In fact, during those years, Clark devoted his time in Paris to his
new passion, the acquisition of paintings. The city—and indeed the whole of
France—became a wondrous lode of art treasures to be discovered, appraised, bar-

I n 1876 the United States celebrated its first century. One of the most important



gained for, and ultimately bought. Clark paid no attention to
the commercial or financial life of France, although he did
enter into a joint undertaking with a German company. France
was his repose.

Clark’s collection of art had been initiated in 1884 when he
purchased a painting by the American artist Albert Bierstadt.
But in France he concentrated his acquisitions on French artists
from an increasing number of Parisian galleries and dealers.
"Thus, he was to collect his Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corots, Jean-
Charles Cazins, and Adolphe-Joseph-Thomas Monticellis.

Clark’s life evolved rapidly after Katherine passed away in
1893. A few months after her death, Clark took an interest in a
young woman who had called on him in Butte, Anna Eugenia
La Chapelle, of French-Canadian parentage. He took respon-
sibility for her schooling in Deer Lodge, settling her in Paris a
few years later with a chaperone to study music and to perfect
her knowledge of the French language. By the end of the
decade, Clark was going to Paris twice a year, where he visited
his ward, admiring her command of French as well as her
increasing elegance and social graces, nurtured in the city of
Clark’s fondest imaginations.

Clark took his seat in the Senate of the United States in 1go1.
Later that same year, the senator and Anna Eugenia were married
in France, where their two daughters, Andrée and Huguette,
would be born and raised. Even after Clark took up residence with
his second family on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Seventy-sev-
enth Street in Manhattan, in his new mansion designed by the
architect of the Grand Palais in Paris, they would travel to France
every summer, spending several weeks in some lovely rented
house in the valley of the Seine river, between Paris and Rouen.

Resolutely avoiding any contact with French politicians, not
to mention the American ambassador to France, Clark would
throw himself into his search for works of art, going beyond
paintings to collect porcelain, lace, marble statues, carpets, fur-
niture, and the handsome panelings of the Louis XVI salon of
the comte d’Orsay on the rue de Varenne, now the Corcoran’s
Salon Doré. Taking time off from his foraging, Clark joined his
wife and daughters to visit the great sites of France, her cathe-
drals, castles, and museums.

During those last years of peace in Europe, Clark added to his
collection an important work by Louis-Maurice Boutet de
Monvel, a fashionable French artist of the time: six colorful and
intriguing paintings depicting the life of Joan of Arc. Their com-
missioning was, on the part of the senator, a personal homage to
the patron saint of France, the ultimate expression of his lifelong
passion. They were also my childhood favorites at the Corcoran.

Clark communicated this passion for France to his two sons
from his first marriage. His eldest, Charles (Charlie) Walker
Clark, loved Paris and the life he enjoyed there; he sent his
three daughters, one of them my mother, to Paris to study in
French schools. The second son, William Andrews Clark Jr.,
became a collector of rare books and first editions, with a
strong emphasis on French authors. He was to install a large

part of his treasures in an important memorial library, bearing
his father’s name, in Los Angeles. He donated another signifi-
cant part to the library of Chantilly, his favorite chiteau north
of Paris, a magical white castle surrounded by woods and shim-
mering surfaces of water.

The outbreak of the Great War of 1914—1918 interrupted
the summer visits in France. Clark and his mines in Jerome,
Arizona, were called on to provide copper to the massive devel-
opment of the American war industry.

During the first long years of the war, Clark expressed his
love of France by joining in 1916 the executive board of the
French Institute in New York, and by participating in the
French cultural life in the city. His Fifth Avenue mansion host-
ed exhibitions and lectures sponsored by Franco-American
organizations.

When the United States joined the war and went to the aid of
its old ally, Clark must have exulted in the sudden and explosive
enthusiasm for the French nation that seized Manhattan in April
1917: the mountains of flowers around Lafayette’s statue in
Union Square, the #ricolore waving in every avenue. This out-
pouring of fervor was heightened by the ovations of both hous-
es of Congress that greeted Marshal Joffre’s visit to Washington.

The devotion shown by Americans to / belle France in 1917
can be likened to to that of Charles de Gaulle, who referred in
his memoirs to “the Madonna of the frescoes on the walls.”
This iconic image of historic France, both romantic and emo-
tional, entirely reflected the senator's feelings, communing at
home with his Corots, or resting in his golden salon, patiently
waiting to return to France.

William Andrews and Anna Eugenia were not to go back to
France until the seas off the coast of Europe had been cleared of
the mines sown by war. It was in 1922, Only Huguette accom-
panied them: Andrée had died in 1919. The senator visited Paris,
and went to the Arc de Triomphe to deposit roses on the recent-
ly inaugurated "Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. He also went to
Venice. But France and the whole of Europe had changed irre-
mediably. The joint effort of the Americans, the British, and the
French was turning into mutual acrimony, and the Germans
were already dreaming of revenge. It was to be Clark’s last trip
to France: he died in 1923, at the age of eighty-six.

William Andrews Clark can be considered typical of a gen-
eration of successful American industrialists and bankers, born
about 1840, who spent time and money to buy works of art in
France and build houses inspired by French architecture on
Fifth Avenue. And yet his vision of France was of a particular
kind. He loved France unconditionally, grandly ignoring the
political and commercial problems that have always affected
Franco-American relations.

His vision is still shared by those many Americans for whom
the culture of France is of vital importance to their lives, and
who openly express it and act accordingly. French diplomats
have a special name for such people: the senator was “un grand
ami de la France.”

THE WILLIAM A. CLARK COLLECTION II
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Residence of Senator William A. Clark, northeast

corner of Fifth Avenue at Seventy-seventh Street,
New York City, c. 1910. Collection of the New-
York Historical Society
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TURNING COPPER
INTO GOLD
The William A. Clark Collection

DARE MYERS HARTWELL

tune from the mines of the American West. He began his career as a pioneer

in the rugged and hazardous territory that would become the state of
Montana and eventually became one of the richest men in the world. Famed as one
of the Copper Kings, his wealth in 1900 was estimated at more than $50,000,000,
which, in current monetary values, would be well over $1,000,000,000. During
World War I, with copper needed for munitions, his fortune may have quadrupled.
With this wealth he built the costliest mansion of the day on New York’s Fifth
Avenue (fig. 1) and filled it with an extraordinary collection of paintings, tapestries,
drawings, rugs, lace, ceramics, antiquities, and French decorative arts. The house
and the collection are inextricably linked and appear to have been the focal point of
the last thirty years of his life.

B y the close of the nineteenth century, William Andrews Clark had made a for-

THE COPPER KING

Clark was born on 8 January 1839 in southwestern Pennsylvania near Connellsville,
the son of John and Mary Andrews Clark." When he was seventeen his family
moved to Van Buren County, lowa, where they bought a farm. Clark received a
good educadon for the time, attending lowa Wesleyan University in Mount
Pleasant. He taught school in Missouri for a while, but his ambitions extended
beyond being a rural schoolteacher, and in 1862, at the age of twenty-three, he set
off for the far West, attracted by the lure of gold. He worked mines but soon real-
ized that supplying goods and services to the isolated mining camps was a less back-
breaking way to make money. With the profits from his early mining ventures, he
began a career as an entrepreneur in Deer Lodge and Butte, becoming the leading
banker, merchant, and capitalist in the territory of Montana.

The earth around Butte was rich in ore. First gold, then silver, was found, but in
the end it was copper that made the fortunes of the mining barons there. A mineral
that had not been much in use before this period, copper was in heavy demand by the
nascent electrical industry, which used it for wires. Butte mines were able to supply
copper in abundance. Clark began to buy interests in mine claims, and in the winter
of 1872-1873 he attended the Columbia University School of Mines in New York,
where he studied assaying and mineralogy to determine if his mines could be worked
profitably. This period of study combined with his practical experience made Clark
one of the leading mineralogists in the West and a very wealthy man. He purchased
more mines, developed smelting facilities to process the ore, and, like all good busi-
nessmen, acquired the ancillary services essential to his business, such as water, elec-
tricity, lumber, sawmills, and railroads. By the mid-1880s he was a millionaire.

In 1888 he purchased the United Verde mine in Jerome, Arizona, which would
become his most valuable holding. While visiting the New Orleans Exposition of
1884, he had seen samples of ore from this mine that reminded him of the ore in
Butte, and he believed that he could develop the mine, although others had failed.
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He spent over $2,000,000 building Jerome and the adjacent smelting town of
Clarkdale into a successful enterprise; he was rewarded with a copper mine that at
its peak earned $10,000,000 annually.

In 1889 Montana became a state, opening the way for Clark to run for the United
States Senate. At that time senators were elected by the state legislatures rather than
by popular vote. Clark had been involved in Montana politics for some time and had
played an important role in drafting the state constitution. Unfortunately, political,
business, and personal rivalries had erupted into what is known as the War of the
Copper Kings (between Clark, Marcus Daly, and Frederick Augustus Heinze). As a
result, during the 18gos Clark made three unsuccessful bids for a Senate seat in elec-
tions that were marked by acrimony and allegations of misconduct. Finally, in 1gor,
he was elected to the Senate. In Washington he lived at the Arlington Hotel on
Vermont Avenue at H Street (fig. 16) and purchased Stewart’s Castle, a mansion on
the northwest corner of Dupont Circle that had been built in 1873 by Nevada
Senator William Morris Stewart (fig. 17). He had the structure demolished with the
intention of building his own house, but this never happened, perhaps because he
did not intend to run again for the Senate and his primary interests were now
focused on New York. His Senate term ended in 1907.

Clark was a presence in Montana throughout his life. Nevertheless, as he grew
rich he more and more looked eastward, to Washington, New York, and even far-
ther, across the Atlantic to Europe. At the same time that Clark was seeking a Senate
seat in Washington, he was also planning a residence in New York that would rival
those of the other multimillionaires there. New York had evidently continued to fig-
ure prominently in his life and social ambitions following his stint at the Columbia
School of Mines. His children were born in Montana, but as they grew older they
spent a good deal of their time in New York and Europe with their mother, the for-
mer Katherine Stauffer, who died in 18¢3. In 1895 Clark purchased property on
Fifth Avenue at Seventy-seventh Street with the intention of building a veritable
palace there.

THE HOUSE ON FIFTH AVENUE

To understand Clark’s aspirations, one need only consider the Astors, Vanderbilts,
and other multimillionaires who were already living on Fifth Avenue. These fami-
lies with new money, who had amassed unprecedented fortunes in the industrial
boom of the nineteenth century and who would eventually define New York socie-
ty, began building houses there in the first part of the century.

One of the earliest settlers, William Backhouse Astor, bought a farm in 1827 that
included Fifth Avenue between Thirty-second and Thirty-sixth Streets. He was the
son of John Jacob Astor who had gone from being a fur trader to the richest man in
America. William built a house at Thirty-fourth Street that passed to his son
William Backhouse Astor Jr., and the latter’s brother, John Jacob Astor III, built an
adjoining house at Thirty-third Street. Here their wives, Caroline and Augusta
respectively, dueled socially for the privilege of being known as the Mrs. Astor.
Caroline was the eventual winner, ruling as the absolute monarch of New York soci-
ety from the 1880s through the early 18gos.

About 1890 the son of John Jacob III and Augusta, William Waldorf Astor, whose
wife had also vied with his aunt Caroline for the title of zhe Mrs. Astor, tore down
their family home at Thirty-third Street and built the Waldorf Hotel. Living next
to a hotel infuriated Caroline and forced her uptown to the double palace Richard
Morris Hunt built for her at Sixty-fifth Street and Fifth Avenue (fig. 2). A chiteau
encrusted with architectural ornament, one side was for Caroline and the other for
her son, John Jacob Astor IV, whose wife was as socially ambitious as her mother-in-
law. There was a joint gold-and-white ballroom that could hold more than a thou-
sand people and reception rooms decorated in different periods. For her own salon,
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Double palace built by Richard Morris Hunt for
Mrs. William Astor and her son, John Jacob Astor

IV, Fifth Avenue at Sixty-fifth Street. Collection of

the New-York Historical Society

however, Caroline kept to the “tradi-
tional” gold and white. Once they had
vacated the house at Thirty-fourth
Street, John Jacob IV tore it down and
built the Astoria Hotel as an adjunct to
the Waldorf.

The Vanderbilts were also on Fifth
Avenue. In 1877 Commodore Cornelius
Vanderbilt, who had made his fortune
in ships and railroads in the period
before the Civil War, left his son and
chief beneficiary, William Henry
Vanderbilt, $9o0,000,000, making him
the richest man in the world. Before his
own death in 1885 William Henry
would more than double his inheri-
tance. At the end of the 1870s he estab-
lished the Vanderbilt enclave when he
built three massive brownstones for
himself and his daughters on Fifth
Avenue between Fifty-first and Fifty-
second Streets. Soon afterward his son
William Kissim Vanderbilt built his
own house, but this time a brownstone
would no longer suffice, no matter how
elaborate. Richard Morris Hunt was the
architect of the house built of creamy
limestone in the style of Loire Valley
chiteaux. It cost $3,000,000 and was
intended to outdo every house in the
city, particularly that of the Mrs. Astor
on now passé Thirty-fourth Street.
William’s brother, Cornelius I1, built his

3
Residence of Cornelius Vanderbilt II, Fifth Avenue
at Fifty-eighth Street. Collection of the New-York

Historical Society

own castle between Fifty-seventh and
Fifty-eighth Streets (fig. 3).”

Perhaps the status of Fifth Avenue
in Clark’s day is best exemplified by
the story related by Martha Frick
Symington Sanger in her biography of
her great-grandfather, Henry Clay
Frick, who had made his fortune in the
coke and steel industry around
Pittsburgh. In June 1880 Frick and his
friend Andrew Mellon are in a carriage
proceeding up Fifth Avenue past the
colossus recently built by William
Henry Vanderbilt. Frick comments to
Mellon that these are probably the best
residences in the city; Mellon agrees.
Then Frick wonders about the cost of
the upkeep on William Henry’s house,
suggesting that it must be around
$300,000 a year, or, as he calculated out
loud, “6 per cent on five millions or 5
per cent on six, say a thousand a day.”
Finally, he turns to Mellon and declares,
“That is all T shall ever want.”

And twenty-five years later he would
have it—in 1905 Frick rented William
Henry’s house and its furnishings from
a descendant, George Vanderbilt, who
preferred to live at Biltmore, the estate
he built in Asheville, North Carolina.
Frick remained there for nine years,
while his own Fifth Avenue mansion,

now the museum of the Frick

Collection, was under construction at
Seventieth Street.*

Frick’s Pittsburgh business partner
(although they disliked one another),
Andrew Carnegie, also had his Fifth
Avenue mansion. When Carnegie
retired, he was worth an amazing
$400,000,000. After his marriage in
1887 when he was past fifty, he lived on
Fifty-first Street, just off Fifth. Then, at
a cost of $1,500,000, he built a mansion
far uptown, between Ninetieth and
Ninety-first Streets. Completed in
1903, it was praised for its simple lines
and garden setting, unusual on Fifth
Avenue.’

Among the other out-of-towners
moving onto Fifth Avenue was Henry
Walters of Baltimore. His father,
William Walters, had begun his career
as a merchant in Baltimore in 1841,
made a fortune in railroads, and began
the family art collection in his home on
Mount Vernon Place. Henry’s own col-
lecting was of a grandeur and scale
unimagined by his father; he sent crate
after crate of paintings, sculpture, deco-
rative objects, and artifacts from Europe
to the home “museum” in Baltimore.
Eventually a building to house the col-
lection had to be built next to the house,
creating the Walters Art Gallery.
Nevertheless, Henry lived in New York
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on Fifth Avenue with his friends Sarah and Pembroke Jones, ultimately, at the age
of seventy-four, marrying Sarah after Pembroke’s death.®

Thus it is not surprising that William Andrews Clark aspired to a mansion rival-
ing those of his peers on Fifth Avenue, the ultimate mark of success. Moreover, he
wanted it to be French. An article in the New York Times in 189g states that Clark and
Austin W. Lord, a partner in the New York architectural firm of Lord, Hewlett and
Hull, had been in Paris making a study of the architecture there and that “Mr. Clark
wanted a home after the French style. The house will be of the general Louis XIII
style, but so modified as to be little different from modern French.”” In this he was
not out of sync with the Astors and the Vanderbilts who already had their French
chiteaux on the avenue, but it is also clear that this desire reflected Clark’s personal
love of France.

For wealthy Americans Europe represented history, culture, and the source of
all things fine, from art to household furnishings to fashion. Clark and his family
from his first marriage began traveling to Europe in the late 1870s, and soon after-
ward his wife and children settled there so that the children could learn French in
Paris and German in Dresden. During this period Clark repeatedly crossed the
Atlantic to be with his family, often staying at the Hétel Athénée on the rue Scribe
in Paris.

In the late 18gos, after his first wife had died and about the same time that he was
planning the Fifth Avenue house, he was also visiting in Paris his young ward, Anna
E. La Chapelle, who was studying language and music. They would soon marry and
have two daughters who spent their early years in France. Clark rented an apartment
for the family near the Bois de Boulogne, the great wooded park on the western
edge of Paris. Itis said that Clark spoke French quite correctly, but with an accent.®

It should be noted that at the beginning of the new century Clark was simulta-
neously managing his business interests in the West; serving in the United States
Senate in Washington; planning a multimillion-dollar mansion in New York; col-
lecting art and furnishings for said mansion; and courting and marrying his second
wife in Paris. When one considers that all his travel was done by train and ship, this
was quite a feat.



To design his house in New York
Clark engaged the French architect
Henri Deglane, who is best known for
the Grand Palais in Paris. Deglane also
designed the Clark mausoleum at
Woodlawn Cemetery in New York,
which was completed in 1896. Lord,
Hewlett and Hull carried out both
designs and adapted the plan for the
house to a somewhat enlarged site after
Senator Clark decided that there was
insufficient space for his art gallery.”
Exactly how much of the final appear-
ance of the house was due to Deglane
and how much to the American archi-
tectural firm is unclear.

“New York’s Most Expensive Private
Mansion” and “The Astonishing Story
and First Photographs of America’s
Costliest Palace” screamed headlines in
the New York Times and the New York
World (fig. 4).”° And it was a palace—it
stood nine stories tall, from the Turkish
baths in the sub-basement to the laun-
dry under the eaves, and it contained
more than one hundred rooms. The
planning and construction took an
unprecedented number of years—
seventeen from the time Clark pur-
chased the land until he moved in—and
it appears to have formed the focal point
of Senator Clark’s energy and collecting
activities. Accounts of the cost range
from $5,000,000 to $7,000,000.""

The house consisted of two main
pavilions united by a domed tower with a
cupola.” The most important reception
rooms were located on the second-floor.
Here, the tower contained a vaulted
rotunda that was thirty-six feet high,
with white marble walls and eight
Breche violette marble columns. In the
center stood a statue of Venus after the
Italian sculptor Antonio Canova
(1757-1822; fig. 27). Radiating out from
the rotunda were the marble hall, the
dining room, the conservatory, and the
main picture gallery. The dining room,
paneled with English oak carved in the
style of Henry IV, was in the southeast
corner of the house, and next to it along
the Seventy-seventh Street side was the
conservatory, visible on the facade as a
glass-and-bronze bay above the entrance.
The main picture gallery, measuring
ninety-five by twenty feet, had skylights
and velvet-covered walls. In addition,
two other exhibition areas were on this
floor, the east gallery and the long
gallery, all of which were used to display
Senator Clark’s collection of tapestries,
rugs, lace, old master drawings and
paintings, eighteenth-century English
portraits, and works by nineteenth-cen-
tury French painters of the Barbizon
school and Jean-Baptiste-Camille
Corot (fig. 5). The exhibition of his vast

collection in galleries, rather than in the

5

One of the picture galleries in the
Clark residence. Corcoran Gallery of
Art Archives

traditional domestic arrangement, was
one of the many singular features of
Senator Clark’s residence.

In the southwest corner of the house
was the gold-and-white grand salon,
with paneling and ceiling mural from
the hotel de Clermont, a private resi-
dence at 6g, rue de Varenne in the
faubourg Saint-Germain area of Paris
(fig. 6; pp. 86-87). This room con-
tained the most important decor in the
house. The carved and gilded paneling,
consisting of Corinthian pilasters, tro-
phy panels, and garlanded pier mirrors,
was part of the famed salon doré of
Pierre-Gaspard-Marie-Grimod, comte
d’Orsay, who commissioned it for his
bride in 1770. Hugues Taraval painted
ceiling murals for the salon doré and the
larger, adjacent room. Senator Clark
purchased the larger mural, featuring
flying putti with garlands and sculptural
figures representing the Arts and the
Seasons, most likely because he wanted
his salon to be on a grander scale than
the eighteenth-century room. To make
the paneling fit the new ceiling, existing
elements had to be rearranged and new
ones added, including two additional
windows, a glass-paned double door,
four pilasters, and two trophy panels.
The trophy panels made for Senator
Clark were placed between the win-
dows. Just as the comte d’Orsay’s trophy
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The Salon Doré illustrated in National Geographic
Magazine in 1931. This photograph replicates
the appearance of the room in Clark’s time.

OPPOSITE PAGE
7 (left)

The petit salon in the Clark residence.
Corcoran Gallery of Art Archives

8 (right)

The morning room of the Clark residence

with the tapestry of Neptune, representing the
element Water, one of four portiéres des dieux
woven in the Gobelins factory. Corcoran Gallery
of Art Archives

o (below)

The Faience Gallery of the Clark residence

with the Senator’s collection of Greek antiquities,
Persian rugs, and maiolica. Corcoran Gallery

of Art Archives

panels reflected his interests in love, vic-
tory, music, and the arts and sciences,
these new trophies, representing theater
and sports, quite likely reflected the
interests of Senator Clark and his fami-
ly (figs. 13, 14).

Adjacent to the grand salon was the
petit salon, a gilded room in the style of
Louis XV (fig. 7). Its paneling was a pas-
tiche of elements copied from the hotel
de Soubise in Paris. The elliptical shape
of the room was reflected in the curve
on the west side of the Seventy-seventh
Street facade. Beyond the petit salon
was the morning room, paneled in dark
wood with gold highlights on the carving
and inset with four late-eighteenth-cen-
tury portiéres des dieux tapestries woven
at the Gobelins factory (fig. 8, p. 93).

Among the rooms on the ground
floor were Senator Clark’s office suite
furnished in the French Empire style, a
Gothic-style great hall for smoking and
billiards, and the Faience Gallery. The
great hall contained a series of six
paintings on the life of Joan of Arc
commissioned by Senator Clark from
the French artist Louis-Maurice Boutet
de Monvel (pp. 130-132), four early-
sixteenth-century tapestries depicting
hunting and pastoral scenes (p. 54), and
a thirteenth-century stained-glass win-
dow from the cathedral at Soissons in
France (p. 52). In the Faience Gallery
were exhibited Senator Clark’s collec-
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tion of Greek antiquities, Delft, maioli-
ca, and Palissy ware. Hanging above
the exhibition cases were smaller
Polonaise and Persian rugs (fig. 9). A
separate entrance to the gallery allowed
the general public to be admitted to
view the collection without walking
through the house.

On the third floor was a library with
an antique fireplace “taken from an old
Normandy castle,” a ceiling “transport-
ed from an old castle in France,” and a
stained- and enameled-glass window by
Jean de Caumont depicting scenes from
the life of Saint Norbert, part of a series
commissioned in 1643 for the cloister of
the Premonstratensian abbey of Parc in
Louvain, Belgium. A breakfast room
paneled in English oak carved in the
style of Francis I, an “Oriental Room”
containing furniture and decorative
objects primarily from China and Japan,
and a room displaying works by the
French painter Adolphe-Joseph-Thomas
Monticelli completed the third floor.

In addition to these reception rooms,
the house contained bedroom suites for
Senator and Mrs. Clark and their two
daughters, numerous guest rooms (most
with private baths), storage rooms for
art, accommodations for at least eight-
een servants, an elevator large enough
for twenty passengers, and on the lower
levels, the kitchen and a massive engi-
neering plant.

Reception rooms with decor from
differing historical and artistic periods
were much sought after by the wealthi-
est Americans of this era, and it does not
seem to have been particularly impor-
tant that the decor be old. Of all the
period rooms in Senator Clark’s house,
only the Salon Doré was authentic. At
the same time, gold-and-white rooms
based on eighteenth-century French
models seem to have been the ne plus
wlrra of interior design. One is remind-
ed of rhe Mrs. Astor and her gilded ball-
room that could hold a thousand guests
and her “traditional” gold and white
salon (now in the John and Mable
Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota,
Florida). Among the Vanderbilts, Mrs.
William K. had a Louis XV-style room
at 660 Fifth Avenue (1883) and
Cornelius II had a Louis XV-inspired
ballroom at 1 West Fifty-seventh Street
(1892). The Museum of Fine Arts in
Boston owns a French salon made for
the home of William Salomon at 1020
Fifth Avenue (1904). At the Breakers in
Newport, the summer “cottage” of
Cornelius Vanderbilt II, the designer
Jules Allard reused some period items in
the interior decorations, among them
the paneling from a salon of about 1778
attributed to Gilles-Paul Cauvet from
the hotel Mégret Sérilly, Paris. Allard
reworked and “improved upon” the
paneling, installed in the ladies’ drawing



room in 1895, to suit American aesthet-
ic ideas. One is reminded of Senator
Clark’s Salon Doré.

The exterior of the house was com-
plete by 1907, but the furnishings were
still not in place the following year, and
the house does not seem to have been
occupied until 1912. The cause of this
delay is not entirely clear, but it may
have taken several years to install the
paneling and furnishings. With much
of Senator Clark’s collection on view at
the Corcoran Gallery during the con-
struction of his house, the museum’s

director’s correspondence file provides
a few tantalizing glimpses of this
process. In January 1910, for example,
the Gobelins tapestries were returned
to New York for installation in the
morning room, but the walls for the
paintings had not yet been covered
with the sixteenth-century velvet that
Clark had purchased for that purpose.
Another year passed before the paint-
ings were returned to him, and another
sixteen months went by before he
wrote to Frederick McGuire on 1 May
1912, “T have everything now fairly well

installed both in the way of furnishings
and the arrangement of the pictures,
tapestries, etc.”"?

THE COLLECTION

The mansion was only one half of
Clark’s grand scheme; the “pictures,
tapestries, etc.” with which he filled his
house constituted the other half. Clark
is thought to have purchased his first
painting in 1884 from, quite fittingly for
a man of the West, Albert Bierstadt. It
was entitled Deer Woods near Lake
Oneida."* The painting was part of the
estate sale after Clark’s death and is now
in the collection of the Yale University
Art Gallery, where it is called Indian
Sunset: Deer by a Lake (fig. 10).

Clark’s collecting really began in
earnest, however, about 1896 when he
was planning his house. He was an
orthodox collector, purchasing the art
that was prized by his peers. Today
paintings are the most highly valued art
objects (and have been for the greater
part of the twentieth century), but in
the nineteenth century this distinction
was held by sculpture, followed by tap-
estries, decorative and liturgical objects,
particularly of the middle ages and ren-
aissance, eighteenth-century French
furniture, and drawings. Although
Clark seems to have been particularly
fond of paintings and to have enjoyed
acquiring them, going often to estate
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sales in New York and to dealers in both
New York and Europe, they would not
have been more important than the tap-
estries, rugs, sculpture, renaissance
ceramics, antiquities, lace, and drawings
that he also collected.

Furthermore, it was only with the
rise of the enormous fortunes in the
later nineteenth century that European
dealers saw opportunity in America.
One of Europe’s major dealers, Jacques
Seligmann, based in Paris, began in
1905 making trips to New York, where
J. P. Morgan was his most important
client. Morgan bought voraciously, with
particular emphasis on medieval and
renaissance religious and decorative
objects and sculpture, illuminated man-
uscripts, autographs, rare books, and
tapestries. Seligmann did not deal much
in paintings because they were of less
interest to clients. Duveen Brothers,
part of the family that had emigrated
from Holland to become successful art
dealers in Britain, went to New York in
1884. They also dealt primarily in dec-
orative objects in that period."

Despite its status, sculpture was not
Clark’s primary interest. He did, how-
ever, give prominent display to several
pieces from the Wallace collection that
he purchased from Seligmann. The
Wallace collection was formed by
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the fourth marquess of Hertford
(1800-1870) who had settled in Paris,
in an apartment at 2, rue Lafitte and at
the chiteau de Bagatelle, built in the
Bois de Boulogne by the comte
d’Artois, brother of Louis XVI and
later Charles X. The marquess amassed
a fabulous collection that emphasized
French painting and decorative arts of
the ancien régime.

At the marquess’ death, his Paris
estate and art collection passed to
Richard Wallace. Wallace had had a
close relationship with the marquess
and played a prominent role in the for-
mation of his collection. In Senator
Clark’s day the common speculation
was that Wallace was either the unac-
knowledged illegitimate half-brother or
son of the marquess; today we know the
latter to be true. About the time of the
Franco-Prussian War Wallace moved a
large part of the collection to his
London home, Hertford House. At the
death of his widow in 1897, the house
and its contents were left to the British
nation; as the Wallace Collection, it has
become one of the most fascinating
museums in London.

The rest of the estate was left to John
Murray Scott who had served as secre-
tary to both Wallace and the marquess.
Scott sold the chiteau to the city of

IO

Albert Bierstadt, Indian Sunset: Deer

by a Lake, c. 1880-90, oil on canvas,

30 3/8 x 44 1/2 inches, Yale University
Art Gallery, bequest of Evelyn A.
Cummings, acc. no. 1971.111.1

Paris and moved the collection that had
been housed there to the rue Lafitte
house. He may be best known today to
readers of Vita Sackville-West’s family
biography, Pepita. Vita’s mother, the
wife of the third baron Sackville of
Knole, was a close friend of Scott, and
Lady Sackville and the young Vita spent
a great deal of time in Paris with him. At
his death in 1912, he left the contents of
the rue Lafitte house to Lady Sackville.
Scott’s family contested this bequest,
leading to an infamous trial. During the
trial, the house was under seal and the
objects could not be seen. Jacques
Seligmann offered to purchase the
entire collection sight unseen for just
under $2,000,000 if Lady Sackville won
the suit. She did, and, in a major coup,
Seligmann acquired the collection.
Clark purchased two bronzes from
this famous collection of French art:
Ulysses Bending His Bow by Jacques
Bousseau and Prometheus and the Eagle
by Charles-Alexandre Renaud. These
he placed on the newels of his marble
grand staircase (fig. 11). In addition,
Seligmann had bought The Menacing
Cupid by Etienne-Maurice Falconet
(p. 94) from the sale of the contents of
John Murray Scotts London house,
which were probably also inherited
from Lady Wallace. Clark bought the



piece for $40,720 and placed it in what
appears to have been an alcove off the
Salon Doré."® The famous gilded
bronze and Seévres porcelain Clock of the
Vestals Carrying the Sacred Fire made
in 1789 by Pierre-Philippe Thomire
for the private sitting room of Marie-
Antoinette at the Tuileries Palace (p. 92)
was also purchased from Seligmann for
$15,000."7

Following the taste of the period,
Clark gave tapestries a place of great
importance. He had the Gobelins tapes-
tries inset into the paneling of the
morning room; the four early-six-
teenth-century tapestries depicting
hunting and pastoral scenes in the great
hall for smoking and billiards; and three
Beauvais tapestries: two in the marble
hall of Painting and Sculpture and
Agriculture and Commerce from a series
of cartoons of The Sciences and the Avts
by Louis-Jean-Frangois Lagrenée, and
Zephyr Leading Psyche into the Palace of
Love from a design by Francois Boucher
in a portion of the long gallery that also
displayed the rug collection (fig. 12).

Clark also had his renaissance
objects, in the form of the Italian
maiolica (pp. §6-58). These extraordi-
nary ceramics evolved after the intro-
duction into Ttaly of the white tin-based
glaze that provides a smooth, opaque
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Marble stairway of the Clark residence with
bronze sculpture of Prometbeus and the Fagle by
Charles-Alexandre Renaud. Corcoran Gallery
of Art Archives

surface for painted designs. Clark pur-
chased the pieces in his collection in
groups. Most of them came from the
Oscar Hainauer collection in Berlin,
but some pieces came from Emile
Gavet. Both these men had distin-
guished collections. Joseph Duveen,
another member of the family of well-
known art dealers who began his
career in 1901, bought the Hainauer
collection in 1906 for $2,500,000, and
it is probable that the maiolica came to
Clark through him.”® Duveen’s papers
were not available at the time of this
publication, but it is likely that future
research will reveal transactions with
Clark.

Clark purchased his antiquities col-
lection (pp. 46, 48—51) from the French
painter Raphaél Collin. An artist of some
renown in his day, awarded the Grand
Prix at the Exposition Universelle
Internationale de Paris in 1889, Collin
painted portraits and allegorical sub-
jects. The latter works are reminiscent
of those by both William Bouguereau,
with whom he studied, and Pierre Puvis
de Chavannes, oftentimes with a fin-de-
siecle ethereality. Clark bought several
of Collin’s paintings (which did not
come to the Corcoran) and commis-
sioned him to paint the ceiling murals
for the French-style petit salon.

Corcoran Gallery of Art Archives
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Zephyr Leading Psyche into the Palace of Love,
Beauvais tapestry woven from a design by
Frangois Boucher, in a portion of the long
gallery that also displayed the rug collection.

In addition to being a painter, how-
ever, Collin was also an avid collector of
ceramics, particularly from China,
Korea, and especially Japan. His Far
Eastern collection, containing four
hundred pieces, is now in the Musée des
Beaux-Arts in Lyon. His collecting of
terracotta antiquities may have been
linked as much to his interest in ceram-
ics as to a love of antiquity. However, in
forming this collection he is said to have
had the benefit of the expertise of
Edmond Pottier, curator in the depart-
ment of Eastern antiquities at the
Musée du Louvre from 1908 to 1925,
and the author of important books on
Hittite and Assyrian art and Greek
vases, including the catalogues of the
Assyrian antiquities and antique vases in
the Louvre. It is possible that Collin
and Pottier knew each other as profes-
sors at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts.”
Although the antiquities have great
individual interest, it seems likely thatin
that era they were most appreciated by
Clark—and perhaps Collin—as links to
a glorious past.

Clark seems to have enjoyed know-
ing artists and purchasing or commis-
sioning works from them: in addition to
Collin’s paintings, he purchased the
marble statue of Eve from Auguste
Rodin (p. 117) and the paintings Sylvia
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(p. 126) and The Trial of Queen Katherine
(fig. 19; p. 127) from Edwin Austin
Abbey. The Joan of Arc series was com-
missioned from Boutet de Monvel (pp.
130-132). He knew Jean-Charles Cazin
and Paul Wayland Bartlett, an
American sculptor living in Paris.
Bartlett did a bust of Clark, the bronze
doors for the family mausoleum, and
some of the bronze work in the Fifth
Avenue house; he also knew Collin.>® Tt
seems likely that Clark and these (and
other) artists were all interconnected
and that they made every effort to be of
service to him, and he, on his part,
maintained an interest in their lives and
careers. Therefore it is not surprising to
find Collin acting as both artist and
dealer and Clark responding as patron
and collector.

"The popularity of lace in this period
is demonstrated by the fact thatin 1927
the Metropolitan Museum of Art con-
tained more than four thousand pieces
of rare antique lace. Clark himself had
one of the most beautiful collections of
Venetian, Flemish, and French lace in
the United States. It seems somewhat
surprising to us today that Clark was as
enthusiastic about the lace as he was
about his other collections, displaying it
on easels in the galleries in his home.
However, the interest in lace can per-
haps be linked to a more general affini-
ty for fine workmanship, technical skill,
and beauty of detail that accounts for
the preeminence given to liturgical and
decorative objects in this period. A care-
ful examination of the lace reveals intri-
cacies as elaborate as the metalwork on
a medieval book cover or the carving on
an ivory plaque, items that were avidly
sought by collectors like J. P. Morgan
(p. 89-91).”

Clark also had a collection of over
fifty old master drawings that he dis-
played in the long gallery. Again, it
should be recalled that in this period
drawings were more popular than
paintings. The drawings were pur-
chased from Sir George Donaldson in
London. Donaldson also sold Clark a
significant group of paintings (more
about that later), and it is unclear if the
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drawings were part of the same transac-
tion. Only a handful of these drawings
came to the Corcoran (p. 55).

Until the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the paintings acquired by
Americans were generally landscapes
or genre scenes by contemporary
American or European artists. In the
latter case, collectors purchased the
paintings on their European travels, as
there were few dealers on this side of
the Atlantic selling quality European
paintings. Most old master paintings in
America were not worthy of the name,
and collections did not aspire to be
encyclopedic until men like Andrew
Mellon and Henry Clay Frick began
acquiring works with the idea of form-
ing a museum.

At the time Senator Clark began col-
lecting, the most popular paintings in
America were by nineteenth-century
French painters related to the Barbizon
school. This group of artists included
Cazin, Pascal-Adolphe Jean Dagnan-
Bouveret, Jules-Adolphe-Aimé Louis
Breton, Charles-Francois Daubigny,
Narcisse-Virgile Diaz de la Pena,
Théodore Rousseau, Constant Troyon,
and especially Corot. At the Chicago
World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893,
in the Fine Arts Palace, the 126 paint-
ings in the loan exhibition Foreign
Masterpieces Owned by Americans were
almost entirely by French artists, men
like Eugéne Delacroix and the painters
of the area around Barbizon.”” Most
collectors began with Barbizon paint-
ings, even those who moved on to the
old masters and impressionism, and one
of these, Henry Clay Frick, who pur-
chased some of the most beautiful
paintings in America, never completely
turned away from this type of painting,
late in life hanging Eugéne Carriére’s
Motherbood in the second-floor sitting
room of the house he built on Fifth
Avenue.”}

The years from 1870 to World War I
were also the great age of collecting
Ductch painting in America. This is not
surprising since Dutch and Barbizon
(and even American) painting, with their
realistic and unpretentious landscape

and genre scenes, probably appealed to
a common sensibility among collectors.
Rembrandt van Rijn, Frans Hals,
Aelbert Cuyp, Meindert Hobbema,
Pieter de Hooch, Jacob van Ruisdael,
and Jan Steen were among the artists
most sought by American collectors.*

Soon after his death in 1925, Clark’s
daughter Katherine Clark Morris is
reported to have said, “It is a great col-
lection and was my father’s great joy in
life.... And, as you know, he collected
everything himself. He never called
upon others to aid him, and his collec-
tion is really a museum in itself.”*
There is no evidence of anyone advising
him, and so it seems likely that he edu-
cated himself in the museums and gal-
leries of Europe. Some of his first
paintings were bought in Paris at the
close of the nineteenth century, but he
also began buying at auction in New
York at the same time. Over the years he
bought more than fifty paintings at auc-
tion, including Moonlight by Ralph
Albert Blakelock ($13,900; p. 129), 4
Difficult Line from Horace by Sir
Lawrence Alma-Tadema (p. 119), Home
of the Artist at Equiben by Cazin (p. 112),
Sunset on the River by Daubigny, Tiger
and Snake by Delacroix (86,700; p. 104),
Avenue Fosephine Market, Paris by Martin
Rico Ortega ($2,500), and numerous
Corots and other Cazins. After the Bath
by Giovanni Boldini (p. 118) was pur-
chased from the estate of Stanford
White, the famous McKim, Mead and
White architect who was murdered by
the Pittsburgh millionaire Harry K.
Thaw because of his relationship with
Thaw’s wife, the former chorus girl
Evelyn Nesbit. The price of the paint-
ing was $1,050.’® The bidding war over
The Choice of a Model by Mariano
Fortuny y Carbé (pp. 114, 116) was
described in the New York Herald Tribune
In 1925:

The Fortuny was acquired by Senator
Clark in 1898 at the Stewart collec-
tion sale at Chickering Hall. Fortuny
was then in strong favor and the pic-
ture, held to be his greatest work, was
sought by both Mr. Clark and George
J. Gould [son of Jay]. A spirited bid-



ding duel ensued between the two, and Mr. Clark won only when he topped Gould’s
bid of $42,000. The incident was referred to as a battle between Western and Eastern

millions, in which the West won.>”

Although Fortuny is not very well known today, his masterpiece is still considered
one of Clark’s finest paintings.

Clark also purchased a large number of paintings from Knoedler & Company, a
firm that celebrated its 150th anniversary in 1996. Michael Knoedler, the founder,
emigrated to New York from Paris to open a branch of Goupil, a French firm sell-
ing popular prints and art supplies. Not long afterward he bought out Goupil’s inter-
est in the firm and expanded into the picture trade. By the mid-18gos the business—
and the art market—had grown to the point that the firm had branches in Paris and
London and was importing old master paintings, most of which were now being sold
in America.”® Andrew Mellon, Henry Clay Frick, and the Wideners acquired many
of their most important paintings from Knoedler, whose only real rival was Joseph
Duveen.

Clark purchased some of his most important pictures from Knoedler, including
Remembrance of Terracine by Corot ($58,000), Landscape with Herdsmen by Cuyp
($56,000; p. 67), The Frog Pond by Diaz de la Pefia ($18,590; p. 111), View of Dordrecht
from the North by Jan Josephsz. van Goyen (p. 68), Santa Maria della Salute by
Francesco Guardi ($7,000; p. 78), Landscape with Figures and Ruins by Hobbema
($58,000), Man with Sheet of Music, bought as a Rembrandt but now believed to be
by an artist in his circle ($90,000; p. 63), Countryside in Picardy by Théodore
Rousseau ($3,644; p. 113), a pastel, Theatre Box, by Hilaire-Germain-Edgar Degas
($2,000; p. 124), and several Cazins priced in the four-figure range.”

Clark acquired other important pictures when he purchased Sir George
Donaldson’s collection. Among them were two sets of portraits, Maria van Suchtelen
and Gerbard van Suchtelen by Gerard ter Borch (pp. 64—65) and Lady de Dunstanville
and Lord de Dunstanville by Thomas Gainsborough (pp. 82—-83). Also included were
View of Rbenen by Van Goyen (p. 66), Winter in Holland: Skating Scene by Aert van
der Neer (p. 69), Boats Carrying out Anchors to the Dutch Men of War by Joseph
Mallord William Turner, Madonna and Child with Saints and Angels, probably a work-
shop copy of the painting by Perugino in the Musée du Louvre, 2 Hobbema, a paint-
ing attributed to Frans Hals, and several other paintings that did not come to the
Corcoran.

A lawsuit that ensued from the purchase of this collection sheds light on both
Clark and art dealing in this era. One Alfred Temple successfully sued Sir George
for a commission on the sale. According to an account from the Sun quoted in the
Literary Digest:

At the opening of the case counsel stated that Mr. Temple, in 1904, promised, with
the assistance of the late Edwin A. Abbey, the artist, to introduce Sir George
Donaldson to Senator Clark, and that Sir George had said that he hoped to get
$1,250,000 for his (Donaldson’s) collection from the American.

A letter from Sir George Donaldson to Mr. Temple shows the wiles of art dealers
in an amusing light. It reads:

“You have acted too quickly. With American finance in its present state, wait until
you have your hare in the field and then start the dogs. Clark was to have come last
time, but hadn’t the time. Kopp of Old Bond Street has his measure. He is trying to get
him to make an offer for my fine Van Dyke, but I anticipate failure, and if your letters
had gone at this inopportune moment the game would have been given away.
Remember that a blasé buyer only wants to buy when the holder of fine things does not
want to sell. Put a pinch of salt on your bird’s tail.”

Mr. Temple, in his reply to this letter, said among other things: “Abbey says the
financial position in the United States will not make an atom of difference to Clark.”

Senator Clark arrived in the summer and saw the collection of Sir George
Donaldson twice, and then returned to America. About this Sir George, in writing to
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Theater trophy panel made for Senator
Clark’s Salon Doré. A popular decorative
motif in eighteenth-century France, trophies
feature an assemblage of objects with a com-
mon theme and derive from the ancient
Greek practice of hanging captured weapons
from a tree or standard on the battlefield.
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Mr. Temple, said: “If you make the largest gain you have ever dreamed of, do not be
greedy, but insist upon Mrs. Abbey taking a handsome interest of what you make.”

Senator Clark, a little later, agreed to make the purchases, paying $350,000 by
installments, or the whole sum immediately if he sold certain bonds. Mr. Temple later
on asked Sir George Donaldson for a list of his transactions with the Senator. Sir
George wrote in reply that he had dined with Mr. Clark a short time before, when the
Senator had declared that he (Temple) had no claim for commission.

Mr. Clark, according to Sir George, declared that he had long known of the
Donaldson collection himself, and had intended to call and see it. The introduction by
Temple was, therefore, a farce, and no business had been done until three years afterward.

Sir George Donaldson testified that “His [Temple’s] hifalutin manner and habit of
flattering people to the top of their bent [?] has a disturbing effect, and is not calcu-
lated to inspire a buyer to buy.” The article then goes on to quote “dealers in New
York” as declaring, “One of the greatest mistakes which rich Americans make in
buying their pictures abroad is in the distrust of the legitimate dealers, and the
credulity with which they accept the valuations put upon works of art by private
dealers or by owners who wish to sell but are not dealers.”*® Nevertheless, the pic-
tures Clark acquired were generally agreed to be excellent.

This article is interesting on many levels. First, accounts of the sale at the time of
Clark’s death put the price at $740,000.>" Second, Sir George Donaldson does not
appear in a very favorable light. Although one can attribute some of the American
dealers’ carping to sour grapes, it is likely that he made an undue profit on some of
the paintings. However, it seems clear that Clark was willing to pay what was
required to get pictures that he wanted and that he was a bit of a maverick, choos-
ing to buy from various sources including auctions, and not wishing to be in the
clutches of any one dealer. Finally, the role of Edwin Austin Abbey is of interest,
clearly demonstrating that artists played multiple roles in Clark life.

Clark also had his collection of British portraits. This was another type of
painting that was popular in his era, undoubtedly due to both the charm of the
paintings and the willingness of the English gentry to sell their ancestral portraits
to wealthy Americans. In addition to the two Gainsborough portraits that he
bought from Sir George Donaldson, there is the outstanding portrait of Mrs. Vere
of Stonebyres by Sir Henry Raeburn (p. 85). This painting was purchased in New
York from Henry Reinhardt; newspaper accounts gave the cost as $150,000.
Reinhardt also sold Clark the second of his paintings attributed to Rembrandt, An
Elderly Man in an Armchair.’

Seligmann was so disinterested in dealing with paintings that when he purchased
the Wallace collection he sold the paintings to Knoedler rather than handle them
himself.’>* Nevertheless, Clark bought three paintings from Seligmann: Camping (p.
79) and The Departure by Jean-Baptiste Pater and Portrait of Madame du Barry by
Elisabeth-Louise Vigée-LeBrun (p. 88). The latter painting, along with other works
of art, was brought to New York during World War L. Seligmann had been asked by
the French government to come to America to raise hard currency and explain the
plight of the French to Americans. The Morning Herald of 22 January 1917 report-
ed: “Jacques Seligmann here with canvases to help stop France’s gold outflow.”
Certainly the Vigée-LeBrun that Clark chose is beautiful, but we can be sure that it
was purchased equally out of his love for France. It is also likely that he was one of
the American collectors who gave generous donations to Seligmann to help allevi-
ate the suffering in his country.’*

Clark also bought paintings in Paris, particularly around the turn of the century
when his new family was living there. Some of the most notable include Laundresses
on the Bank of the Marne by Léon Augustin Lhermitte (p. 1o01), The Boulevard by
Jean-Francois Raffaélli (p. 120), Rest before Nightfall by Cazin (p. 109), Arcadia —
Women Bathing by Henri Fantin-Latour (p. 128), The Colza by Breton (p. 100), and
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Sports trophy panel made for Senator
Clark. Note the skis, snowshoes, bad-
minton racket, and darts—accou-
trements of the late nineteenth rather
than the eighteenth century.

The Fudgement of Midas, originally attributed to Peter Paul Rubens (pp. 60-61) but
now thought to be a very fine painting by his circle. From Durand-Ruel, the
renowned dealer in impressionist paintings, he bought a pastel, The Baller, by Degas
(cover) and his finest Corot, Repose (pp. 98-99). Return from the Hunt (p. 110) and
Still Life by Monticelli, one of the most popular artists of his day and a great favorite
of Clark’s, were purchased from from T. Martin Chauve in Marseille. Clark also
bought sporadically from other dealers in both New York and Europe. His records,
however, do not provide a provenace for many of his paintings.

Clark was not a collector in the mode of J. P. Morgan who bought far more than
he could display in the combined spaces of his New York home, the library, his
London house, and his country estate. Museums and dealers’ storerooms were full
of his purchases. When the law was passed allowing art to be imported into the
United States duty free, it took Seligmann close to a year to pack all Morgan’s pur-
chases in London and ship them to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where they
were to be stored.”> Clark was more the type of collector described by Seligmann’s
son, Germain, in his book Merchants of Art : Upper Fifth Avenue was lined with man-
sions, and “Every one of these houses contained works of art and every one of the
owners was a collector—if ‘collector’ be defined as a buyer of rare and costly non-
utilitarian objects for the adornment of his living quarters.”>® Once Clark had things
arranged to his liking in his house, he bought very little. The archives at Knoedler’s
contains letters from Clark stating that, if he were to acquire more paintings, he
would have to remove something already in place and he was quite happy with
things as they were.’’

Senator Clark died at his home on 2 March 1925 at the age of eighty-six. His
funeral service was held in the main picture gallery, where the coffin was placed
beneath his beloved Corots.?® He was a man of great wealth and sophistication, but
at the same time he never lost sight of his early days, remaining justifiably proud of
his Montana origins. Business interests took him frequently to the West, and he usu-
ally arranged these trips so that he could also attend the annual meetings of Montana
pioneer societies. There he could reminisce with other settlers about the hardscrab-
ble early days.

Clark’s house did not long survive him. It was sold in 1927 and torn down to
make way for an apartment building. The price was $3,000,000, far less than half the
reputed $7,000,000 that the house cost to build, and the buyer was rude enough to
say that he would have paid $100,000 more if there had been no house on the valu-
able land.*”

The house had always been a source of ridicule in the press, where it was referred
to as “Clark’s Folly” (sniping at the rich was particularly virulent in those days). This
undoubtedly contributed to its demise, but the more basic causes were real estate
taxes, which could be as much as several thousand dollars a day, the loss of a servant
class, and the encroachment of commercial establishments.*’ Seen from today’s per-
spective, the house does not seem any more outrageous than those built by the other
multimillionaires of Clark’s era (figs. 2, 3), and one regrets the loss of this piece of
history. The Senator’s treasures, however, have found a receptive home at the
Corcoran, where they are one of the cornerstones of the museum’s collection.
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A GOLDEN OPPORTUNITY

The William A. Clark Collection
at the Corcoran Gallery of Art

LAURA COYLE

hat an Opportunity!” So exclaims George Washington in a cartoon
s ; s / that appeared in April 1925 on the front page of the Evening Star, at
that time Washington’s most important daily newspaper (fig. 15)."
Washington, who personifies the capital city, scrutinizes a long, undulating list of
paintings and other artworks in the famous “$3,000,000.00 W. A. Clark Art
Collection” and neatly sums up the prevailing opinion across town.” If New York
City’s Metropolitan Museum of Art—the rumored destination—refused the Clark
Collection, it would indeed be a great opportunity for Washington, for then the col-
lection would be offered to the Corcoran Gallery of Art. This was exactly what hap-
pened, and on the last day of July 1925, the Corcoran trustees notified the executors
of Senator Clark’s estate that they would accept the collection.? Less than three years
later, in March 1928, the eclectic collection of European and American paintings,
and European sculpture, drawings, antiquities, tapestries, rugs, furniture, lace,
ceramics, and an eighteenth-century French period room opened in the state-of-
the-art space Charles Adams Platt designed especially to hold it.*
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"The Arlington Hotel,

c. 1885. Seaman Collection,
Historical Society of
Washington, D.C.
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Everyone who was anyone turned out for the occasion:

Washington has had its biggest and betterest Varnishing.’. . . President [Coolidge]
pulled the greatsilk cord while the orchestral hails were given to the Chief by the vio-
lins up in the gallery. A great curtain fell away and instead of the familiar old figure of
Augustus Caesar in magnificent plaster desecrating a good wall . . . there was a brand-
new doorway leading into Mr. Platt’s new wing . . . of our well-known Museum of Art®

This golden opportunity presented by a Copper King confirmed the status of the
Corcoran Gallery of Art as one of the nation’s most important art museums. At the
same time, it moved the city in the direction many civic leaders dreamed about, of
making Washington as important culturally as it was politically, “the foremost art
center in the western world.”” Why Senator Clark—the millionaire art collector
who had made his fortune in copper mines and banks—included the Corcoran
Gallery of Art in his will, how the press reacted to the bequest and arrival of the
Clark Collection in Washington, and what the impact of the gift was on the
Corcoran and the city, these are the themes explored in this essay.

WHY THE CORCORAN?

Clark’s relationship with the Corcoran began early in his term as senator from
Montana, when Clark lived in Washington and considered building a home in the
nation’s capital. Clark had already enjoyed a long, colorful career as prospector,
entrepreneut, mine owner, and banker when in 188¢ he decided to run for the
United States Senate.® After several controversial tries, he was elected in 1gor to the
Senate, which had been nicknamed the “Millionaires Club.” In a guide to
Washington, cast in the guise of Uncle Hank’s tour of Washington with his nephew
Henry, the nephew reminds his uncle “that it is said that it is easier to go through
the eye of a needle than it is for a poor man to enter the Senate nowadays.”® On
their visit to the Senate chamber, Uncle Hank noticed “a neat, dapper little man in
a closely buttoned frock coat” and asked: “Who’s thet smart lookin’ chap thet’s just
takin’ his seat thar?” Henry replied that it was “Senator Clark, the multi-millionaire
copper king of Montana... said to have the largest income of any man in the Senate.” "
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Stewart’s Castle on Dupont Circle, before
19o2. Seaman Collection, Historical
Society of Washington, D.C.
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Edmund James Tarbell, Charles C. Glover,
1918. Museum Purchase, Gallery Fund,
Corcoran Gallery of Art

Clark served one term and did not
run again. Although for the rest of his
life everyone addressed him respectfully
as Senator, he seems to have had little
affection for Washington politics or
politicians. In the only reference he
made to public service in his Corcoran
correspondence, he referred contemp-
tuously to the many “pin-heads” in pub-
lic positions in the nation’s capital.”" As
soon as his term was over in 1907, he
moved back to New York City.

When Senator Clark first arrived in
Washington, he lived at the luxurious
and conveniently located Arlington
Hotel (fig. 16), at Vermont and H
Streets, N.W.** This famous hotel was
built in 1868 by William Wilson
Corcoran, founder of the Corcoran
Gallery of Art, as a place fit for kings
and ambassadors when Washington was
a small, swampy city without sewers or
a single paved street.”* Guests included
Grand Duke Alexis of Russia and the
emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro.'* More
important for Clark, over the years it
was home to many senators.

While at the Arlington, he purchased
one of the biggest houses in town,
Stewart’s Castle (fig. 17), at 1915
Massachusetts Avenue, N.W., on fash-

ionable Dupont Circle.”> Senator
William Morris Stewart of Arizona,
who had made a fortune in the
California gold rush, had built the
Second Empire mansion in 1873, the
first grand house on the circle. So many
other newly rich mining millionaires
settled in the area that it was known as
“The Honest Miners’ Camp.”*® Stewart
had nearly gone bankrupt building and
furnishing the house, and although his
fortunes recovered, after the turn of the
century he was ready to sell the now
“shabby and dilapidated” house."” A few
months after Clark bought the mansion,
he had it razed.®

Clark may have intended to build a
more impressive house on the site, but
he devoted all his energies on that
domestic front to building his mansion
in New York, and the Dupont Circle
site remained vacant until he sold it in
1924. Although Clark is listed in city
directories at the 1915 Massachusetts
Avenue address from 1903 until 1907,
he could not possibly have been living
there. Instead, he likely continued to
live in a hotel like the Arlington all six
years he served in the Senate."

While he was in Washington,
Senator Clark established a cordial rela-

tionship with the leadership of the
Corcoran Gallery of Art, which lasted
until he died. This relationship, which
would have such a profound effect on
the history of the Corcoran and
Washington, began with a simple cour-
tesy.”® Soon after Clark arrived in
Wiashington, he went to cash a rather
large check at the most important bank
in the city, Riggs National:

He asked for the president, Charles
C. Glover. Mr. Glover was out, and
the quiet unassuming man who had
dug a vast fortune out of the copper-
impregnated hills of Montana was not
yet the commanding national figure
he was destined to become. He was
personally quite unknown to the offi-
cials of the bank. . . . The new Senator
departed, and when Mr. Glover
returned, soon afterward, he learned
of the incident. He gave instructions
for Mr. Clark to be found without
delay ... when he reached the Senator
by telephone at his hotel he assured Mr.
Clark that his check would be good
forthwith at that bank for whatever
amount the Senator cared to write.*’

The bank president, Charles C.
Glover, was also the president of the

board of trustees of the Corcoran
Gallery of Art (fig. 18). He had known
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well William Wilson Corcoran, the founder of Riggs Bank, who died in 1888.
Glover became a member of the firm in 1873, and ultimately its president in
1896.* Elected a trustee of the Corcoran Gallery in 1887, Glover held the offices
of treasurer and vice-president before becoming president in 1906.”3 Glover’s
prompt attention to Clark, his contemporary, their shared enthusiasm for finance
and art, as well as their common background as sons from modest families who
had made good, were solid foundations on which they built a friendship. Before
long, Clark was involved with the Corcoran in a number of ways.**

Clark’s first act of generosity toward the Corcoran was to lend a major painting
by Edwin Austin Abbey, The Trial of Queen Katherine (fig. 19), in February 1go2. The
painting was the largest of a series of seven oil paintings Abbey based on
Shakespearean subjects. ** For this painting, the artist chose Henry VIII, act 2, scene
4. In this scene, Katherine of Aragon implores Henry to recognize the legality of
their marriage, pleads with him to postpone divorce proceedings until after the
arrival of her legal advisers from Spain, and refuses to recognize the authority of
Cardinal Wolsey.”® The play was popular throughout the nineteenth century.””
Inspired by Henry Irving’s 1892 production, Abbey’s Queen Katherine is staged so
that the supplicant queen, backed by her lovely but tactically useless handmaidens,
addresses the king across a wide expanse. Allied spatially and politically with the
powerful king are the two clerics who will judge the queen, Cardinal Wolsey in a
flowing, blood-red gown and Cardinal Campeius, seated beside him.

Clark suggested an appropriately dramatic presentation of his picture: “I think it
would be well,” he wrote to Glover, “to keep the picture veiled and not let anyone
see it” *® until the museumn was ready to open the gallery in which it was installed.
He also sent the relevant excerpt from Henry VIII and a description of the charac-
ters in the painting and asked the director, Frederick B. McGuire, to have the text
framed and hung beside the picture.”®

The Trial of Queen Katberine was at the Corcoran for several years. Because it was
often on display, thousands of people were able to see it—and to see who owned it.



Clark specifically asked to have it on view for Theodore Roosevelt’s second inaugu-
ration in early March 19o5. He knew the Corcoran would receive many of the visi-
tors who streamed to Washington to attend the inauguration, which culminated
around the corner from the gallery at the White House.**

Clark was amassing an art collection to adorn the mansion he was building in
New York City.*" In 1904 he offered to arrange for more of his paintings, then in
storage, to be brought to Washington.** “It is a pity,” he pointed out, “that these
beautiful pictures should be shut up from the gaze of those who would appreciate
them so thoroughly as the American public.”?* Apparently the director of the
Corcoran agreed. Also in time for Roosevelt’s second inauguration, an exhibition of
twenty-seven of Clark’s paintings opened at the Corcoran.** The exhibition includ-
ed works by French, British, and Dutch artsts including Jules-Adolphe-Aimé Louis
Breton, John Constable, and Jan Josephsz. van Goyen.

The gesture was not lost on President Roosevelt. The following year, just before
the Corcoran opened a second exhibition of Clark’s paintings, Roosevelt wrote to
the collector: “When you get that really wonderful collection of pictures of yours on
exhibition at the Corcoran Art Gallery I wonder if you would be willing some morn-
ing to take me over there, so I might see them?”* Among the fifty-six paintings
Roosevelt was anxious to see were works by Jean-Siméon Chardin, Sir Joshua
Reynolds, Gerrit Dou, and Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot. Clark obliged, picking the
president up on a Wednesday morning on his way to the Corcoran.3® The visit was
duly reported in the papers. “The President is fond of art studies,” noted one writer,
“and, as he desired to obtain a favorable view of the paintings which have been col-
lected during many years and from all parts of the world by Senator Clark, he
embraced the opportunity to see the collection under the escort of Senator Clark
himself.” 37

President Roosevelt may have taken this opportunity to lobby Senator Clark
about one of his abiding concerns, his ideas for conserving the wilderness and
national forest lands. If so, the president’s words fell on deaf ears. Along with most
of the other senators from the West, Clark consistently voted against these propos-
als. Clark summed up his position in an address to the Senate in 1907: “In rearing
the great structure of empire on this Western Hemisphere we are obliged to avail
ourselves of all the resources at our command.... Those who succeed us can well
take care of themselves.” 3*

Clark left his paintings on long-term loan at the Corcoran, adding to the loan his
recent acquisitions and fine collection of Gobelin tapestries (p. 95).* Everyone at
the Corcoran understood that the loans were temporary, and that once the mansion
in New York was finished, Clark would ask for his collection to be returned. In early
1911 both the inside and the outside of the enormous house were completed, some
of the works had already been returned, and Clark called in the rest of his chips. By
this time, eighty-six Clark paintings were on deposit at the Corcoran. Assistant
Director C. Powell Minnegerode wrote that the paintings would be greatly missed,
“not only by us, but by the public at large.” But, he continued, he understood com-
pletely and thanked the senator on behalf of the trustees and “the many thousands
of persons who have visited and enjoyed your pictures.” *°

Clark himself had returned to New York City some years earlier, but even after
both he and his collection were installed in his mansion, he corresponded regularly
with the Corcoran’s leadership. McGuire and Minnegerode, who succeeded
McGuire as director in 1915, respectfully cultivated Senator Clark. This was not
only because of the loans he had made in the past, but also because of his generous
support of the Corcoran’s Biennial Exhibitions of American Paintings.*’

When the first biennial opened in February 1907, Senator Clark donated $1,000
for first prize.* President Roosevelt and his wife were among the 62,697 visitors to
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see the exhibition of 397 paintings during its 33-day run.** The Corcoran acquired
thirteen paintings from the show; the most important was Winslow Homer’s mas-
terpiece, A Light on the Sea, 1897, which is stll at the Corcoran. For each of the next
six exhibitions, from 19o8 until 1919 (over the years the Biennial rhythm has some-
times been irregular), Clark donated $5,000 for awards, with $2,000 for first prize,
$1,500 for second prize, $1,000 for third prize, and $500 for fourth prize. Clark
wrote with regard to the prizes, “I hope that the favored ones will be induced to
make new strides, and those that got left will take new courage and go on with their
work.”

Then, in 1921, he gave the Corcoran $100,000 to endow the prizes and to make
acquisitions from the biennials. At the time, the Corcoran claimed its prizes “the
most liberal offered at any art exhibition in the country, if not the world.” ¥ After
Clark died, his widow, Anna E. Clark, contributed funds to support the continued
organization of the biennials. The great support of Clark and his family helped
ensure the success of the exhibition series, especially in its early years.®

In recognition of his service to the Corcoran, and no doubt to help keep him
engaged and abreast of the museum’s activities, in 1914 McGuire invited Clark to
become a member of the board of trustees. Clark demurred, knowing that his busy
schedule would prevent him from attending many of the meetings. McGuire asked
him to reconsider, telling him that he need not attend all the meetings to meet his
obligations as a trustee. Clark accepted and was elected unanimously.*’

Clark also contributed to the Corcoran in other, smaller ways. He agreed to
donate a portrait of himself by William Merritt Chase (frontispiece),*® and he
chipped in the five hundred dollars the Corcoran was short to buy a painting by
Theodore Robinson, now titled The Layette (fig. 20).¥ He also acted as the
Corcoran’s representative at the American Federation of Arts meetings at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art.>°

Clark kept the Corcoran director informed about his recent purchases. With
great enthusiasm, for example, he wrote that he had acquired a ravishing portrait by
Sir Henry Raeburn (p. 85), “the finest I have ever seen,”>" and reported on the
progress and reception in Paris of the Joan of Arc series he had commissioned from
Louis-Maurice Boutet de Monvel (pp. 130-133). He also let the director know he
was very flattered when M. Jusserand, the French ambassador, gave a “very neat
speech in which he took occasion to pay me a very handsome compliment, that I had
the finest collection of French art in the United States.”>*

Clark was quite proud of his collection and his grand house. He often invited
McGuire and Minnegerode to New York to visit him. Clark issued cards for his
Saturday receptions, a viewing of the collection generally accompanied by an organ
recital.’> Minnegerode visited the mansion more than once. In 1923 he went with
Clark’s old friend and president of the board of trustees: “Mr. Glover and I both
enjoyed our little visit to New York immensely, but I do not hesitate to tell you that
the most delightful phase of the trip was our visit to you and your wonderful home.
Your magnificent collection of laces is in itself worth the trip to New York, for there
is probably no finer collection of laces to be found in the world.” ** Minnegerode
recognized Clark’s current soft spot— he was engaged in building his lace collection
(pp- 89—91), sending agents abroad to look for fine examples.’

When Clark died in 1925 at age eighty-six, his will indicated that his collection
should be offered first to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and then to the
Corcoran.’ Clark lived in New York City and it would have been prestigious to have
the collection accepted by the country’s most important museum. But he must have
realized that given his warm relationship with the Corcoran, the museum in
Washington would be much more likely than the one in New York to accept his gift.

Clark offered the Metropolitan his twenty-two Corots, twenty-two Jean-Charles
Cazins, twenty-one Adolphe-Joseph-Thomas Monticellis, six Boutet de Monwvels,



Abbey’s Trial of Queen Katherine, and his
portrait by Albert Besnard. To this he
added the museum’s choice of the
remaining 12§ paintings and drawings.
He also authorized the museum to
make a broad selection from his laces,
rugs, ceramics, antiquities, tapestries,
furniture, and period rooms. But the
gift came with certain conditions: a
promise to keep the collection together
for all time and to provide a separate
space in which to exhibit it. These con-
ditions troubled the trustees of the
Metropolitan. “They’re very busy look-
ing a gift horse in the mouth at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art just now,”
wrote a reporter for the Philadelphia
Ledger.”’

PRESS ACCOUNTS ABOUT
THE CLARK COLLECTION

Press coverage of where the collection
would end up was remarkable. When
the contents of the will were made pub-
lic, the New York and Washington
newspapers naturally described them
in detail. But this story had “legs”—
papers in metropolitan centers like
Boston, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and
Cleveland, as well as smaller cities like
Steubenville, Ohio; Waco, Texas; and
New Haven, Connecticut, all carried
news accounts of the debate over the
bequest. This was partly because of
Clark’s fame as one of the wealthiest
people in America and partly due to the
rapidly growing wire services, which
carried the story and made it available to
hundreds of papers around the country.

The way donors used stringent con-
ditions to control how beneficiaries
implemented their gifts was summed up
in the phrase “The Dead Hand.”"®
Robert de Forest, president of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, issued a
statement saying that the conditions of
Clark’s gift would prevent the museum
from integrating it into the installation
of the rest of the collection by national-
ity and period. “It is only by such a sci-
entific arrangement that the historical
development of art...can be illustrat-
ed,” he explained.’® The other problem
the Metropolitan faced was space. The

museum could not or would not devote
rooms solely to the Clark Collection.

These were valid concerns, but
another reason the Metropolitan uld-
mately declined the gift was that it sim-
ply did not need the Clark Collection.*”
By the mid-rg20s, that museum already
held extensive collections of European,
American, and Asian art, dating from
antdquity to the nineteenth century. In
certain crucial areas, the permanent col-
lecdon overlapped exactly with Clark’s.
These included classical art, tapestries,
eighteenth-century decorative arts, sev-
enteenth-century Dutch art, nineteenth-
century French art, Italian maiolica,
Near Eastern rugs, and even lace.%

Editorials in all the major New York
dailies and the Art News supported the
Metropolitan’s decision not to accept
the gift.” Dissenters were few. One was
George Gray Barnard, identified in
the papers as a sculptor and a close
friend of Senator Clark. “Washington
can never be an art centre,” he pro-
claimed. “It is too hot.” © When the
Metropolitan formally announced on
20 April 1925 that it would not accept
the gift, all eyes—and the press—turned
to Washington.

At the Corcoran, the situation was
quite unlike that of the Metropolitan.
Integrating the Clark Collection into
the existing collection was not a prob-
lem. The editor of the Art News was
blunt: “The Corcoran is flagrantly lack-
ing in important examples of the great
masters...here is her golden opportuni-
ty to acquire a considerable place in the
sun.” % Although this was an exaggera-
tion—at that time the Corcoran already
held important and famous works of
American art—the European collection
was limited. The Corcoran held some,
mostly minor, European paintings. It
had no antiquities, ceramics, rugs, lace,
or furniture, and it certainly did not
own a grand eighteenth-century French
period room.% Leila Mechlin, a
Washington native who was editor of
the American Magazine of Art, the art
critic for the Washington Evening Star
since 19oo, secretary of the American
Federation of Arts, and member of the

Washington Society of the Fine Arts,”
articulated the situation:

"The position of the Corcoran Gallery
is very different in many ways. To a
very small extent would the Clark col-
lection duplicate its present posses-
sions. This collection is rich in objects
of art.... Those of us who have had
the good fortune to visit the Clark
home in New York will recall the
sumptuousness of the exhibits outside
the realm of paintings...all of which
are included in the gift.67

In contrast to the opinions expres-
sed in New York City newspapers,
Washington editors strongly encouraged
the Corcoran to take the collection.
The editor of the Evening Star wrote,
“Washington cannot forego the hope
that his collection will come here.”®
‘The Post editors echoed that sentiment:
“While the acceptance of the gift may
be accompanied by some difficulties it is
hoped that the trustees of the Corcoran
Gallery will find a way to surmount
them and thus make the collection
available to the public of the Natonal
Capital.” %

The will’s conditions, however, were
still cause for concern.” The first chal-
lenge was the promise to keep the Clark
Collection together forever. Did that
mean that all of the gift had to be on
view all of the time? Aside from the
question of space, this stdpulation posed
an additional problem. Corcoran offi-
cials, the press, and the public were
aware that the authenticity of some of
the paintings had been questioned.”
Everyone recognized that amateur col-
lectors sometimes made mistakes; what
if works turned out to be misattributed?
Would the terms of the gift allow the
installation to be rotated? Even if every
work were authenticated,
would permit more varied and flexible
presentations of the collecdon.

Unknown at the time to the press or
the public, Corcoran officials and attor-
neys were meeting with representatives
and attorneys for the Clark estate to
address these questions. ”* The lawyers
on both sides encouraged the heirs to
interpret the will liberally. Later the

rotation
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family’s role was acknowledged publicly:
“Mrs. Clark and the other heirs stepped
into the foreground. They accepted the
legal advice of eminent counsel. The
rotation system could be adopted, it
would be adopted. Certain chosen works
would be shown at one time and certain
other works at the other.””?

With this problem solved, the main
impediment to accepting the gift was
space. A Star reporter summed up the
situation: “The Corcoran Gallery of
Art...is overcrowded and when the great
exhibitions such as the biennial of con-
temporary American painting are shown
therein it is necessary to remove to the
basement the entire permanent collec-
tion.””* In its brief history, the Corcoran
had already outgrown two buildings,
first the original museum designed by
James Renwick on Pennsylvania Avenue
across from the White House, and now
the neoclassical building designed by
Ernest Flagg a few blocks away at
Seventeenth Street and New York
Avenue. Again, behind-the-scenes nego-

tiations with the Clark family saved the day. The Corcoran trustees informed the
executors that although the Corcoran owned enough land behind the Flagg build-
ing for a new wing, they could not afford to build one. Several family members made
it known to the Corcoran trustees that they would be willing to help. Ultimately
Clark’s widow, Anna E. Clark, and Senator Clark’s three daughters, Mary Clark de
Brabant, Katherine Clark Morris, and Huguette Marcelle Clark, donated the sub-
stantial funds necessary to build the Clark Wing as a tribute and permanent memo-
rial to Senator Clark.”’

The announcement to accept the gift and the intention to build a new wing were
trumpeted with great fanfare all over the country. Unsurprisingly, it was especially
newsworthy in Washington.”® “Clark Gift Means Boon to Art Here,” the
Washington Sunday Star proclaimed.”” “Oh joy!” exclaims George Washington in a
second Berryman cartoon about the Clark Collection, “This summer has been glo-
rious!” (fig. 21).7*

But exactly what the boon consisted of was impossible to say. As Corcoran offi-
cials freely admitted, there was no catalogue of the collection. Except for the works
specifically named in the will, they were unsure of what the Corcoran would acquire.”

The Corcoran charged a committee composed of Dr. W. R. Valentiner, a well-
known art historian who had viewed the Clark Collection in New York; the archi-
tect Charles Adams Platt, who had recently completed the Freer Gallery of Art in
Wiashington; the artist Gari Melchers, who had participated in a number of bienni-
als and was represented in the Corcoran’s collection; and the art critic Royal
Cortissoz to make a selection. By the end of October 1925, their work was com-
plete.” The director of the Corcoran submitted a wish list to the executors of the
estate in early November, and with a few minor changes, the executors accepted ie."!

Platt designed the new wing specifically to hold the Clark Collection. The
Corcoran broke ground in early 1926, and work on the wing proceeded relatively
smoothly (figs. 22, 23, 24). By late 1927 the building was nearly finished and the
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The Clark Wing under construction, looking
east, 15 May 1926. Corcoran Gallery of Art
Archives

Corcoran was ready to inform the world
about its new acquisitions and wing.
And who better to do this than the pres-
ident of the board and old friend of
Senator Clark, Mr. Glover.

The Sunday Star Magazine carried a
special feature about the collection, with
an article by Glover, photographs of
Clark’s mansion in New York, Clark,
Glover, and a number of paintings and
objects.” “Recognizing this public inter-
est in the progress of the work which the
Corcoran Gallery now has in hand, it
becomes not only my pleasure, but my
duty, as president of the gallery, to
endeavor to supply the information
which is so greatly desired by so many
people.” Glover went on to thank the
Clark family for its generosity and gave
a summary of what the museum would
receive: 198 paintings, watercolors, and
drawings, including examples by “the
noted English school . . . pictures by the
Barbizon school ... and unusual works by
modern European painters, such as
Daumier, Degas, Fortuny, etc., and also
a small group of American artists.” He
also briefly described the tapestries,
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The Clark Wing under construction, looking south toward the
Mall, down “Seventeenth Street Row,” 3 January 1927. This
handsome and renowned row of buildings included the Corcoran,
the Headquarters of the American Red Cross, the Continental
Hall of the Daughters of the American Revolution, and the Pan-
American Union. Corcoran Gallery of Art Archives

faience, laces, rugs, sculptures, furniture,
and two period rooms, one an authentic
“Louis XVI Salon.” He outlined the
progress on the Clark Wing and sum-
marized Senator Clark’s involvement
with the Corcoran. Two pages of repro-
ductions of the “famous works of art of
the Clark Collection” were featured in
the rotogravure section of the paper.®
"This detailed press account surely whet-
ted the appetites of art lovers in the area.

As opening day drew closer, the Post
reported that it was an occasion
“Washington has watched with keen
anticipation for months. The eyes of the
country at large have been looking for-
ward to the event.”™ The Star in-
formed its readers that on 10 March
1928, “by special invitation, several
thousand persons will enjoy an opening
private view.... The President and Mrs.
Coolidge have been especially invit-
ed... The list of other invited guests
includes high Government officials, the
entire membership of both houses of
Congress and members of the diplo-
matic corps....”" Papers around the
country followed the story, although

some accounts were more enthusiastic
than accurate. One out-of-town paper
claimed, “There will be opened to the
public on Sunday probably the most
important single contribution to any art
gallery in the world.” 86

Finally the day arrived. The reporter
for the Washington Herald enthused:

The Corcoran Gallery of Art, the social
events of which are to be criticized
only for their infrequency, con-
tributed at least one evening of unsur-
passable brilliance to the current
Lenten season last night in the formal
opening of the new Clark wing....
With distinguees from Washington’s
official, diplomatic, residential and
artistic circles brushing elbows, the
opening was an affair of colorful
importance. And it was no less a per-
sonage than the President himself
who actually performed the ceremony
of opening the wing.

According to established custom of
the gallery, there was no receiving
line. A brilliant one could have been
had for the asking ... for the Corcoran
is one of the most favored children of

Washington society.... After Mr.
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The Rotunda of the Clark Wing under
construction, 2 August 1927. Corcoran
Gallery of Art Archives
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The Large Mantel Room of the Clark
Wing photographed by Jacob Gayer and
published in National Geographic Magazine
in April 192¢9. National Geographic
Society Image Collection
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Hlustrated Handbook of the W. A. Clark
Collection, 1928. Corcoran Gallery of Art
Archives

Coolidge had been greeted, he and the little party proceeded through the main recep-
tion hall of the old building to the marble staircase and on up to the closed door of the
new wing.

He pulled the golden cord which opened the portals to the wing, and the William A.
Clark addition was officially a part of the gallery. 87

Another reporter wrote with great hyperbole: “With the opening of the William
A. Clark collection in the new and specially-built wing of the Corcoran Gallery of
Art at Washington, America’s ‘Louvre’ has mounted, with a great leap, into real emi-
nence among treasure houses of the country and the world.” **

Concentrating on the paintings, Royal Cortissoz, who had served on the selec-
tion committee, was more exact and less overwrought. He wrote in the Wlustrated
Handbook for the collection (fig. 26) that the Clark Collection “opens varied vistas
into the history of painting”® and noted that the collections of seventeenth-centu-
ry Dutch, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century French, and eighteenth-century
British holdings were particularly strong. °° He also singled out for praise unusual
works like Mariano Fortuny y Carbd’s Choice of @ Model (pp. 114-116), “the most
brilliant tour de force which even he ever brought off,” and Abbey’s Tiial of Queen
Katherine, the first painting Clark lent to the Corcoran more than twenty-five years
earlier.” Although Cortissoz was certainly biased given his role on the selection
committee, his sentiments were echoed widely in reports that appeared all over the
country. ”*

Many writers also admired the new wing and the installation (figs. 25, 28),
which they considered extremely handsome and exceptionally modern, “the last
word in museum structure.” ** Platt was the most widely respected museum archi-
tect of his day. Based on the strength of the Freer Gallery design, he had been
asked to design the National Gallery of Art, which was to be built when funds
became available. (He died before the project got under way.) He knew the Clark
Collection and he was the Corcoran’s trustees’ immediate first choice as architect
for the new wing. As part of his commission, he designed exhibition cases and fur-
niture and assisted with the installation and choice of the color scheme.

The installation of the Clark Collection was markedly different from the way
Senator Clark had displayed his collection in his home (fig. 5, 7, 8, 9, 27). However,
Platt made reference to at least one aspect of the mansion: the circular entrance hall
in Clark’s house (fig. 27) was reincarnated as the Rotunda at the Corcoran (fig. 28),
the graceful transitional space between the grand atrium of the Flagg building and
the more intimate spaces of the new wing.”® Both Clark’s entrance hall and the new
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‘The circular entry hall in William A.
Clark’s mansion on Fifth Avenue in New
York City. Courtesy of Lewis Morris Hall
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The Rotunda of the Clark Wing pho-
tographed by Jacob Gayer and published
in National Geographic Magazine in April
1929. National Geographic Society Image
Collection

rotunda featured the “Canova” Venus, of which Clark was very proud. *°
A writer for the Baltimore Sun noted of the installation:

There is no crowding. Each object is given its full importance, which is increased enor-
mously by such effective placing. . . . The new salons and galleries are deftly harmonized
with the old, so much so it seems to the visitor as if the whole must have been original-
ly planned on some master design.

Wall coverings in the galleries, especially imported from France, are to be found in four
different but harmonious tones—taupe, mulberry, ecru, and red. A unique system of
indirect lighting has been installed through the utilization of special glass imported from
Germany, thus eliminating the usual reflector lights for the paintings.

Each chamber, under the magic spell of this new illumination, glows with a softened yet
searching light. Artstic atmosphere of the surroundings is further enhanced through the

introduction of palms, ferns, cedars, and smilax.*’

Another writer rhapsodized, “It was not to be expected that a city so beautiful as
Wiashington would be without art galleries; but who would think that this city was a
pioneer in such institutions of culture and also the proud possessor of a gallery that
revolutionized the arrangements and showing of paintings?” *® A visit to the Clark
Wing, one writer claimed, was “a pleasing adventure, not unlike the first visit to a
well-designed landscape garden. It is full of surprises.” *°

Overall, the reception was extremely positive. But one important critic, Frank
Jewett Mather Jr., an esteemed professor of art history at Princeton University, was
not so impressed, noting the collection was uneven in quality. “° “Few museums
have ever taxed the critical sense of their public so heavily, or for that matter, the
judgment of a visiting critic.” *°* He noted that the best paintings were generally
those by lesser-known artists, although he allowed there were certain exceptions, like
the great Corot nude (pp. 98 -99) and Fortuny’s Choice of 2 Model. He thought the
Italian maiolica collection one of the Corcoran’s greatest acquisitions (pp. 56-58),
but he found the antiquities negligible. He loved the laces, “one of the few unalloyed
joys of the collection,” but dismissed the rugs."”* He left the Corcoran with mixed
feelings, concluding, “The fact of the gift greatly increases the artistic resources of
Washington. The form and contents of the gift will recall in perpetuity the confusion
of taste in which we are now living.” '

Some of Mather’s concerns were valid. Over time it has become apparent that
painters in the orbit of great artists, no t the masters themselves, executed many of
the old master paintings in the collection. Other, more modern, paintings turned out
to have been misattributed when Clark purchased them.”** The trustees’ farsighted
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insistence on the flexibility to rotate the collection has mitigated these problems
greatly, allowing the Corcoran to feature the many works of high quality. These
include stellar paintings and drawings including ones by Andrea di Vanni d’Andrea
(p- 53), Corot (pp. 97—99), and Hilaire-Germain-Edgar Degas (pp. 122-125), Thomas
Gainsborough (pp. 82—83) Van Goyen (pp. 66, 68), Jean-Frangois Millet (pp. 107, 108),
Raeburn, and Jan Steen (p. 73), as well as rare and beautiful ceramics and textiles.
Others claimed that the Corcoran was essentially a museum of American art and
that the European works had no business there. ** This charge has been leveled
many times over the years. °® The wording of the Corcoran’s founding deed is
sometimes cited in support of this position:
Witnesseth, whereas, the said William W. Corcoran, in execution of a long cherished
desire to establish an institution in Washington City, to be “dedicated to Art,” and used
solely for the purpose of encouraging American genius, in the production and preser-
vation of works pertaining to the “Fine Arts,” and kindred objects, has determined to

convey to a Board of Trustees the property hereinafter described...."”

This passage has been interpreted to mean that the Corcoran should not collect or
exhibit anything but American art, but it is not what Mr. Corcoran intended, as the
“property hereinfter described” attests. Among the ninety-three paintings and five
sculptures he donated to the original collection, one-quarter were by European
artists. They included paintings by or attributed to Anton Raphael Mengs,
Canaletto, and Breton.™ Corcoran, like nearly all art aficionados in America at
that time, would have assumed that an important way to “encourage American
genius” was to make a variety of work available for American artists to study;
knowledge of European art was considered imperative for American art students.
Further, nothing in the Corcoran deed or bylaws restricts the kind of art the
Corcoran may acquire or exhibit. **

One can embrace rather than bemoan the European flavor and eclecticism the
Clark Collection brings to the Corcoran collection. When the gift came to
Washington, at least one writer noted how interesting it was from the point of view
of the history of taste. She recognized that Clark belonged to the generation of
Gilded Age collectors that was passing, and with the dispersal of their collections
reconstructing this aspect of American culture would be difficult. “Against the back-
ground of modern museology this collection gives to the Corcoran gallery a pecu-
liar opportunity to add to history a chapter that.... would have been impossible to
write. It is a valuable opportunity and must increase in value.” "*°

Another writer was struck by the way different parts of the Clark Collection relate
to one another: “The student who is sensitive to analysis may find much to interest
him in the parallel development through similar periods of various arts. Lace he finds
flowering, literally, from the staid dignity of early conventional patterns to rhythmic
floral creations and billowing scrolls” that may be compared to developments in
French tapestries, from the “fine, staunch vigor of the Gothic” to “the picture stories
that swirl about with all the twisting artifice of the baroque and rococo.” """ In other
words, by comparing works in different media, the features that characterize the art
of a partcular place and period reveal themselves more easily.

These writers suggest two creative art historical approaches to the Clark
Collection, the study of the history of taste and the study of parallel developments
across different media. A third approach is to use the Clark Collection to compare
and contrast American and European art. This collection is especially strong in sev-
enteenth-century Dutch and nineteenth-century French paintings of everyday life
and landscape, and eighteenth-century British portraiture. These happen to be par-
ticularly important European precedents that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
American painters admired as they strove to develop a distinctive American art. All
three approaches to the history of art can be explored, studied, and even presented
in the galleries with examples from the Corcoran’s varied collection.



THE IMPACT OF THE CLARK COLLECTION

The Corcoran Gallery of Art stands as one of the first art museums in America.
With its core of American masterpieces, it had been the only collection of fine arts
in Washington, D.C., with a museum dedicated to it from the time it opened in 1873
until the 1920s. That changed with the opening of two other private collections in
Wiashington: the Phillips Memorial Gallery in 1921 and the Freer Gallery in 1923.
With the promise of the Clark Collection to come, the Star confidently asserted that
“Washington’s art collections have been increasing in a marked manner for some
years, until the Capital has become one of the notable art centers of the United
States.” ''* In terms of its art collections, the city was transformed in less than a
decade from a cultural backwater into a cultural center.

Duncan Phillips opened his art collection in his house at 1608 Twenty-first
Street, NNW."" Through the 1920s, the collection consisted mainly of French
paintings from the nineteenth and American paintings from the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. In its early years, the intimate Phillips Memorial Gallery
received many fewer visitors than the Corcoran, in part because Phillips intended
his gallery to be a quiet place for contemplation and edification. With works by such
artists as Chardin, Honoré -Victorin Daumier, Corot, Monticelli, Homer, Albert
Pinkham Ryder, and Childe Hassam, the collection of the Phillips in the late 1920s
was surprisingly similar to the Corcoran’s modern holdings once it received the
Clark Collection. "'* But while the Corcoran made most of its later acquisitions in
historic and contemporary American art, Phillips planned to expand the collection
to include “a number of brilliant European modernists” including “van Gogh,
Seurat, Picasso, Derain, Segonzac, Braque, and others.” '*> By the 1g930s, Phillips
had acquired examples of almost all these artists."*8 Continuing to grow, and now
called the Phillips Collection, this museum holds an impressive, world-class collec-
tion of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century European and American art.

Charles L. Freer founded the third important art museum in Washington with
an extensive collection of Asian art and nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
American art, including the largest assemblage of James McNeill Whistler’s work
in the world. Freer provided the funds necessary to erect a building for his collec-
ton. When it opened, the Freer Gallery was the first Smithsonian museum
specifically for fine arts.

The Freer also substantially increased in number and quality the art holdings of
the national government. Although from the time of its founding the Smithsonian’s
mission included collecting fine arts, in the first part of the twentieth century the
Smithsonian’s ambitiously named National Gallery consisted of mostly minor
American works.""7 This National Gallery later became the National Collection of
Fine Arts, renamed the National Museum of American Art, and now known as the
Smithsonian American Art Museum. (The present National Gallery of Art, dis-
cussed later, is a different institution.) Up to and including the 1920s, Congress had
consistently refused to allocate funds for a proper museum for the Smithsonian’s
National Gallery or for acquisitions. This Smithsonian art collection had such a low
profile that in 1go3 Harriet Lane Johnston, the niece of President Buchanan and
mistress of the White House, bequeathed her collection to the Corcoran, but “only
until there was a national gallery of art.” "™

By 1928 the collection had grown some. But at that time William Henry Holmes,
director of the Smithsonian’s National Gallery, pointed out that Washington lacked
two important ingredients necessary to build important local collections that
formed the basis of the most noteworthy civic art museums: population and local
wealth.""” While Holmes was director, his collection was exhibited in a gallery
adapted for it in the new United States National Museum Building (now the
Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History). Well into the 1930s a guide-
book noted that “a not inconsiderable portion of the paintings, sculptures, furniture
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The main staircase at the Corcoran Gallery
of Art leading from the atrium to the
entrance of the Clark Wing, after 1928.
Corcoran Gallery of Art Archives
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and miscellaneous objects in the
gallery seems to have been included
solely because the bequests satisfied
the legal definitions of works of
art.”"*® The collection did improve
greaty over time, especially after it
focused its collecting on American
fine art, so that the Smithsonian
American Art Museum now has one
of the most important collections of
its kind in the country.
As the city grew, citizens across
the nation increasingly regarded
Washington as a place that belonged
to all Americans, “not only a mother
city to those who are born here, but a
mother to all who are born in the
United States.”’*" Tied to this idea
was the notion that every American
should make a pilgrimage to
Washington. * In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, guides to
Wiashington proliferated. A number of them were geared particularly to children;
one of these guides read, “Since every child hopes sooner or later to visit the capital
of our big country, he may well begin at once to learn how very much alive it is.” **?
Another reminded children not to miss the original Joan of Arc series by Boutet de
Monvel at the Corcoran, since “you have them in a book at home.” "*4

In 1925 a long article in the New York Times Magazine introduced the Corcoran
to those provincial New Yorkers who had not been there. The writer noted, “No
longer is summer a dull season, as formerly, in Washington galleries. Sightseers con-
tinue, despite torrid waves, to pour into the country’s capital. More than 20,000 vis-
itors enjoyed the Corcoran Gallery last August, usually one of the quietest months
of the year.” '

The idea that Washington should be “the center of the nation’s art as well as the
nations politics”*® reverberates through Washington papers and the national
press.”*” An editorial in the Post predicted that the Clark Collection “will bring joy
to the lovers of art in the National Capital” and found “it is fitting that this collec-
tion . . . should be housed in the art gallery of the Nation’s Capital and made acces-
sible to travelers and tourists from all sections of the country. Washington should be
the art and educational center of the United States...”"*®

The acquisition of the Clark Collection was seen as “a mighty stride toward
attainment of the National Capital’s cherished ambition of becoming the esthetic as
well as political metropolis of the United States.” '*® With as yet no National Gallery
to speak of, the Corcoran played a crucial role:
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While the Capital will enjoy the physical possession of ... the great Clark collection, the
gift is really one to the Nation .... 