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Director’s Foreword

Over the course of his career John
Wilmerding has become one of the most respected
and widely known authorities on American art. His
many books and articles, which began appearing in
the early 1960s and continue unabated today, have
helped define the scholarly nature of the field as
a whole and have also documented the work of key
figures such as Fitz Hugh Lane, Winslow Homer,
and Thomas Eakins. Wilmerding has organized
many exhibitions on American art, perhaps most
memorably the majestic American Light: The Luminist
Movement, 1850~ 1875, held here at the National
Gallery of Art in 1980. Through his teaching and
his lectures he has introduced literally thousands
to the wonders and complexities of our national art.

What is less well known is that John is also
an important collector of American art and has
assembled over the years a superb group of paintings
and drawings from the mid-to-late nineteenth
century. Other than friends and family members,
relatively few have had the pleasure of seeing these
works, because John has been characteristically
modest about his activities as a collector. That he
has now generously agreed to let the collection
be seen and enjoyed by a wider public through this
exhibition is indeed a cause for celebration.

It is also a special pleasure to welcome John
once again at the National Gallery, where he served
as curator of American art and senior curator from 1977
to 1983 and as deputy director from 1983 to 1988.
Even though he left us more than fifteen years ago,

he has maintained close ties to the Gallery both
professionally and personally. His return visits have
been frequent, his advice and counsel have often
been sought, and his many friendships have been
happily continued. John has also ably served as

a member of the advisory board of the Gallery’s
Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts
and, more recently, as a member of our Trustees’
Council. He has greatly helped enrich our collections
of American art, both by steering potential donors
our way and alerting us to important works on the
market, and through his own generosity in giving
Eakins’ wonderful oil sketch The Chaperone, which is
included in this exhibition, in honor of the Gallery’s
Fiftieth Anniversary.

The actual curator for this exhibition is, of
course, John Wilmerding himself, but a number of
Gallery staff members have contributed significantly
to its realization and to the research and writing
of this catalogue. John would surely join me in
thanking the in-house curatorial team for this project:
senior curator of American and British paintings,
Franklin Kelly, and his departmental colleagues
Nancy K. Anderson, Charles M. Brock, Deborah
Chotner, and Abbie N. Sprague.

On behalf of the entire staff of the Gallery
and the many visitors who will have the opportunity
to enjoy these marvelous works of art, our warmest
thanks go to John Wilmerding, scholar, teacher,
and collector.

Earl A. Powell 1
National Gallery of Art
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Scholar, Teacher, Collector | Franklin Kelly
John Wilmerding & American Art

It is entirely possible that John Wilmerding was born to be

a collector. Perhaps the urge to acquire was part of his genetic code, for collecting certain-
ly runs in his family.” Wilmerding’s great-grandparents, Henry Osborne Havemeyer and
his second wife, Louisine Waldron Havemeyer, amassed an extraordinary group of
European and oriental works of art that was eventually bequeathed to the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York. The Havemeyer Collection, renowned in its own day, as it
still is today, for its old master and impressionist paintings and its Chinese and Japanese
precious objects, prints, and textiles, is among the most magnificent gifts the Metro-
politan has ever received. One of the Havemeyers’ daughters, Electra Havemeyer Webb
(Wilmerding’s grandmother), was a voracious and eclectic acquirer of American fine and
folk paintings and sculptures, decorative arts, quilts, tools, vernacular objects, toys, build-
ings, and transportation vehicles (fig. 1). Her remarkable and vast collection was the gene-
sis of the Shelburne Museum in Vermont (founded in 1947), which consists of a complex
of structures—many of them nineteenth-century buildings that were disassembled and
moved under Mrs. Webb’s direction—including houses, shops, barns, schoolhouses, a
covered bridge, a lighthouse, and even a 220-foot-long steamship.> Wilmerding fondly
recalls growing up with many of his grandmother’s possessions in his family’s Long Island
home and seeing other objects in the houses of various relatives (there were far too many
for any one residence). He also remembers visiting the Webbs’ grand New York apart-
ment and seeing the paintings there, but only years later did he realize that they were by
Edouard Manet (fig. 2), Claude Monet, Edgar Degas, Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, and
other French painters, works his grandmother had inherited from her parents. For him,
they represented simply part of the décor and were accepted as such. If thoughts of emu-
lating his family in collecting entered Wilmerding’s mind in those days, they were only
fleeting. As he recalls, “I may have heard that my great-grandparents’ collections were in
the Metropolitan, but I had no idea what those collections were.”

In the early 1950s, when Wilmerding went to boarding school, art history was all
but unknown in American education below the collegiate level. Classes were offered in

the standard disciplines, and Wilmerding remembers being particularly drawn to writing.



“I liked writing and storytelling and was interested in
reading as a child. I suppose that was an inherited gene
also, because my mother was a great book lover and I
was conscious of books all around the house.” His mother,
suffering from diabetes, eventually lost her sight, and
Wilmerding and other family members would read to her.
“I realize that made a big impression on me in developing
my fondness for the written word and for books as objects
themselves. I remember reading to my mother a series of
long articles in the New York Herald Tribune by Archibald
MacLeish about what it was to be a writer. She enjoyed
these articles a great deal, and they also engaged me and
focused my interests on literature and writing.”

When he entered Harvard University in 1956,
Wilmerding intended to study American literature.
Having heard from other students that the introductory
course in art history, which was held in the basement of
the Fogg Art Museum, was especially enjoyable, Wilmer-
ding joined the class. Dubbed “Darkness at Noon,” this
class proved a turning point. “The instructors were great
charismatic dynamos, including John Coolidge, the archi-

tectural historian (with an interest in American art, I later

realized) and Seymour Slive, the eminent scholar of north-
ern baroque art. Just to learn in this way was riveting. When the lights went out, there
was this world of visual images that struck a nerve with me instantly, and the realization
early on that you could look at facades or a ground plan—it didn’t matter from where
or when—and suddenly a whole culture came to life. That was the experience that set
me on the track.” With this awakened interest in art soon came greater awareness of, and
curiosity about, the importance of collecting art in his own family background.
Wilmerding’s mother had been exposed to art and collecting by her mother,
Electra Webb, along with her Havemeyer grandparents, but she made no attempt to
foster a love of art in him or his siblings. He considers this a rejection of sorts on her part
of much of what her parents and grandparents expected of her, but he also believes that
his mother had the instincts of a collector. “When she began to go blind at the end of her
life, she assiduously collected, quite understandably, American music boxes. Here was

something she could collect on her own terms. She knew they were beautiful objects and,



fig.1
Installation view of An
American Sampler: Folk Art
from the Shelburne Museum
(15 November 1987 -14 April
1988), National Gallery of Art,
Gallery Archives

fig. 2
Edouard Manet, Blue Venice,
1875, oil on canvas, Shelburne
Museum, Vermont

of course, she could hear their melodious sounds. Even though she did not follow the
example set by her own mother, she knew and understood the joys and satisfactions of
forming a collection, and this must have been conveyed to me.”

Wilmerding continued to study literature, but he began to look for a way to com-
bine that focus with his enthusiasm for art history. “At Harvard you were required to
declare a major at the end of the freshman year, so you really had to make some decisions.
I was fond of American literature and I also had a good fundamental knowledge of
American history, but I was now absolutely gripped by the world of art history. I remem-
ber asking the senior tutor if it would be possible to combine a major in American litera-
ture, or modern literature, with art, but Harvard had nothing like that then; the only
interdisciplinary major in the humanities was called ‘History and Literature.” I did not
want to do that; I wanted to study ar# history and literature and was firmly told that I
could not.” With his options thus limited, Wilmerding chose to major in art history. His
fascination with wider issues of American culture and history, and especially American
literature, remained undiminished, as it does to this day.

Wilmerding wrote a thesis on the American marine painter Fitz Hugh Lane.
Again, family history played a role, although now also in regard to the influence of his
father. “My taste for things American was clearly a family passion, and however commit-
ted or conscious, it came down from my mother’s side. The fact is that the American sub-
ject I chose concerned sailing, and that was something I knew how to do well. I realized
that my father had also had a major impact on me, even though he was a banker and
really opposite to me. I was born and christened a junior, and when I published my first
book, I debated about whether or not my scholarly identity should be John C. Wilmer-
ding Jr. I decided instead to shorten my name to John Wilmerding, which, I now realize,
was also a way of setting my name off from my father’s. I suppose I was resisting being
a carbon copy, or a repeat, a ‘junior.” I went to Harvard instead of Yale, because all my
family had gone to Yale. I knew, from looking at colleges with my father, that his influ-
ence on me was strong, and, indeed, he taught me a great deal, but I also knew that I was
different in makeup and in ability. He was an outstanding athlete, which I am not; he
was captain of the Yale hockey team and a varsity letter over and over again. One of the
things that struck me when I went to visit Yale was seeing his photograph everywhere on
the Yale fence. I thought I could never make it in his shadow.”

Wilmerding’s father was a superb sailor and brought his children up sailing. “In
the summers when our family went on vacation to Fisher’s Island, off the Connecticut
coast—it was an easy commute for businessmen like my father in New York—1I met and

sailed against Carter and Angela Brown, and, of course, many other circles of friends,
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my parents’ friends, and so forth.3 From our first summers there, almost from my first
memories as a young child, my father got me in these tiny dinghies and catboats. He
forced me first to learn to sail with other kids, in all kinds of conditions, to be confident,
to be good at seamanship and boat handling. As soon as I was able he had me crew for
him summer after summer in a larger racing boat, and he was always winning the races.
He was a consummate sailor. There was an around-the-island race, a difficult and chal-
lenging race run against the Browns and other superb sailors, and my father almost
invariably won that cup. He was a different personality on the water, as I think any sailor
is. He was the most gentle, kindhearted, loveable man, but when he got on board,

you were sworn at with words you never believed could come out of his mouth, and it
was a shock.

These experiences ingrained in me a love of sailing, and, as I later understood,
of seeing the water from Lane’s viewpoint, seeing the landscape going by, noticing marks,
paying attention to shoals and how to maneuver, how to work favorable winds. My
understanding of sailing helped me evaluate paintings of sailing vessels from a practical
point of view. I knew how to write about rigging and details of boat handling, and I was
able to distinguish good painters like Lane from other marine painters. Lane knew exactly,
in Horatio Greenough’s sense of ‘form and function,’ just how to paint in a convincing
way, how to paint a vessel sitting in the water, not on a cardboard surface.”

Wilmerding remembers his grandmother’s collections—the American quilts, the
Currier and Ives prints, the hooked rugs, and so on—being loaded on trucks to be deliv-
ered to Shelburne for the museum she was creating. He also remembers her great friend-
ship with the Russian émigré Maxim Karolik, whose enthusiasm for American painting
led him to form one of the greatest collections of American art ever assembled. Although
Karolik had agreed to give most of his collection to the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,
he had kept many paintings, and these Mrs. Webb convinced him to sell to her. “It was
the last collection she assembled,” Wilmerding recalls, “and she was trying to come to
terms with the achievements of American painters in the nineteenth century. She ended
up with a small collection very similar to that of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, rich
in Hudson River School paintings, works by Heade, Lane, and others.”

Wilmerding’s interest in Lane, then, came from his fondness for sailing, from his
grandmother’s collecting activities, and also from a serendipitous encounter. A friend,
Eloise Weld, was the daughter of the publisher of the Gloucester Daily News, and Wilmer-
ding visited the Weld family home on Dolliver’s Neck, a site that Lane had painted
(fig. 3). When he mentioned Lane, Eloise’s father, Phillip Weld, said, “There are lots of
Lanes right here in Gloucester; he painted all around here. You should go to the Cape



fig.3
Fitz Hugh Lane, Fresh Water
Cove from Dolliver's Neck,
Gloucester, early 1850, oil on
canvas, Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, Bequest of Martha C.
Karolik for the M. and M.
Karolik Collection of American
Paintings, 1815-1865

Ann Historical Association.” Weld introduced Wilmerding to the curator there, Alfred
Mansfield Brooks, who was then quite elderly, “one of those long-lived New Englanders,”
he recalls, “whose grandfather actually knew George Washington.” Brooks had an exten-
sive knowledge of Gloucester history, and he also had the key to the association’s building.

As Wilmerding recounts, “He said, ‘let me give you the key. Come out from Harvard
whenever you want and look at Lane’s works.” There were thirty or forty paintings, maybe
a hundred drawings, scrapbooks, a wealth of information.” Wilmerding made the most of
this opportunity in writing his senior thesis, which would be his first monographic study
of an artist.

Knowing of his grandmother Electra’s fondness for Lane—she had acquired
several works for Shelburne—Wilmerding sent her a copy of the thesis. In appreciation,
she wrote to him: “Again, my congratulations and it is so very interesting to me and
turning each page I realize how much work and thought you have put into it....I want to
take my time and read and absorb all you say.”® Wilmerding remembers not only feeling
proud receiving her response, but also feeling a sense of connection now with her love
of American art and culture. The thesis also became his first scholarly publication,
appearing under the auspices of the Essex Institute, in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1964 as

Fitz Hugh Lane, 1804—1865, American Marine Painter. Wilmerding’s work on Lane led

him into collecting.
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The experience of working with the paintings and drawings by Lane at Cape Ann
reinforced what Wilmerding had been taught at Harvard, namely the critical importance
of coming to understand particular artists through close examination of the actual works
of art they created. Slides and other reproductions could not substitute for the study of
originals. He went to the Metropolitan for the first time to see the works his great-grand-
parents had given, and his grandmother Webb sent him a catalogue of the Havemeyer
collection. “She told me to be sure that my generation of the family kept that catalogue
in print, and I had the sense that she was passing the baton of the collecting tradition and
that I was now part of that tradition. I think my understanding of the joys of collecting
began to grow then.” In his research on Lane, Wilmerding regularly visited Vose Gallery
and Childs Gallery, both on Newbury Street in Boston, to see paintings and prints by
the artist that had turned up. “I remember in 1960, toward the end of my senior year,
Charlie Childs called and said a new Lane painting had come in that I would surely want
to know about, because it was one of the most beautiful he had ever seen. I went to the
gallery, and instead of it being hung downstairs in the public spaces, it was upstairs in a
private showroom. Of course, we all know well the carefully contrived drama of a dealer
showing you something ‘special,’ with the velvet easels and curtains, and the lights perfectly
adjusted by a rheostat, but that was my first experience of it. And there it was [Szage
Rocks and Western Shore of Gloucester Outer Harbor, cat. 21] on an easel, with a hideous
reproduction frame: the first work of art I ever acquired.”

Having previously only gathered information for his thesis, Wilmerding had
never paid any attention to the prices dealers were asking for works by Lane. “I timidly
asked what it cost and Childs, after warning me that it was going to be expensive, said it
was $3,500. That may not have been a cosmic price, but it was certainly a jolt, and I told
Childs that I would have to think about it. Although I had an allowance and some other
incomes, my resources were by no means unlimited. I talked to my father about it and,
good banker that he was, he told me that if I wanted to do it I could, but it would mean
limiting my traveling or other activities for a year or so. I was facing a choice, but I thought
about it and bought the Lane.”

The acquisition of one object, of course, does not make one a collector. Still,
Wilmerding began to reflect on what he had learned about collecting—both from private
individuals and from curators in museums—in his Harvard training. Here the influence of
John Coolidge’s teaching was especially strong. “He argued that if you were going to collect,
and he hoped that everyone would as a natural part of their work, the first thing you acquired
should be the best you could get for whatever amount of money you were willing to spend.

That way, you established a level of quality that would help guide you in considering



other works in the future. I still feel that the work by Lane, if not the best thing in the
collection, has held up to this day as being sort of central.” Indeed, in more than forty
years of living with the painting Wilmerding has never tired of it or been tempted to part
with it. “It’s never failed to excite me, it’s never failed to be breathtaking when I look at it,
and I never tire of describing it to visitors: the detail, the way that eighth-of-an-inch or
so of light beyond the tree on the left-hand horizon suggests the space continues on, the
quality of the brush, the fact that it’s in perfect condition—you can talk about Lane’s
glazes and everything you want in his work. I have owned several other paintings by Lane
beyond the two that I now have, a variety from all periods of his work, but they did not
have the same impact on me and I inevitably realized that they simply did not hold up to
this one, or to the little one, for that matter [cat. 22].”

Wilmerding’s awareness of issues of condition when he made his first acquisition
was, once again, due to his college training. As a student he frequently had the opportuni-
ty to look at paintings with conservators. With more and more works by Lane turning
up and finding their way onto the market, he saw the results of harsh cleaning or of sub-
jecting the paintings to relinings that flattened their delicate paint layers. “With Lane
the execution is fundamental to what we think of as his best style. I knew that something
was wrong with some of the restored works I saw, that they had changed in some way
and were no longer quite as good. The condition of the first Lane painting became another
touchstone for the collection. It is admittedly rare to find nineteenth-century American
pictures in a comparable state of preservation, but I very much took such matters into
consideration.”

Wilmerding stayed at Harvard to do graduate work in art history. He made this
decision primarily because of his growing love of art history, hoping he might one day
become a professor himself. “I'd always had an instinct for teaching....I loved the idea
of teaching. Early on I got a job as a teaching assistant, and I think I was very good at it.
I really enjoyed it; it was very exciting to convey information, to persuade others. It was
clearly an innate talent I had, a way of expressing yourself.” The irony was that American
art was not taught at Harvard. “Ben Rowland, this wonderful, kindly man, really encour-
aged a whole generation of scholars, just out of goodwill, because he had some interest in
American art as a painter himself. He was a very talented watercolorist who corresponded
with Edward Hopper and Charles Burchfield and many other artists of the 1930s, such
as Charles Demuth. He also collected watercolors, and he was quite knowledgeable about
at least twentieth-century American watercolor, even though his scholarly interests were
in Jtalian medieval and Indian and Middle Eastern art. He wrote one of the Pelican

books on Indian art and architecture and was a highly regarded scholar.”” Rowland had
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also overseen the republishing and annotating of a key text on nineteenth-century American
art and culture, James Jackson Jarves’ The Art-Idea.

Most of Rowland’s courses were either on Asian or European art, but on occasion
he taught a course on American art. By good fortune, one such occasion had been during
Wilmerding’s junior year, and it helped cement his interest in the field. His preceptor for
the class was Stuart Feld, who was completing a master’s degree and would soon take up a
curatorial position in the American Wing at the Metropolitan. Rowland did not teach an
American course again for another five years, and most of Wilmerding’s education in the
subject came from courses taught in other departments. “Barbara Novak and Ted Stebbins
and the rest of us took most of our courses in things American in the English depart-
ment, which was staffed by famous names. I took poetry from Archibald MacLeish and
I. A. Richards and visiting poets, and I studied history with H. Stuart Hughes, Samuel
Eliot Morrison, and Arthur Schlesinger, and colonial American literature with Perry
Miller. Like others, I had a firm grounding in American intellectual history, but that was
the extent of my training in American art, really very minimal.”

Harvard offered ample opportunity for taking courses in European art and
architecture. For Wilmerding, “learning connoisseurship from professors such as John
Coolidge, Jakob Rosenberg, and Seymour Slive, learning about style and comparison and
quality,” even though it was not applied to his specific field, was enormously beneficial.
“Still, in those days the department was ambivalent about accepting students for graduate
work in American art, and in fact, at certain points even tried to discourage us. When
it came time to choose a dissertation topic and to consider the broader field of American
art, I was told to think hard about what I was doing. It might have been Slive who said
you really should not write about American art if you want to be taken seriously as an art
historian. You should do something relevant to American art, like Dutch art, write in a
solid field with a body of literature that is well established, and if you do it well, you

”»”

can do American art ‘out of your back pocket.” Nevertheless, Wilmerding, like others—
he mentions in particular Barbara Novak, Jules Prown, William H. Gerdts, Theodore
E. Stebbins Jr., and Nicolai Cikovsky Jr.—resisted and went ahead with his plan to write
on an American topic.

With the arrival of Maxim Karolik’s collection at the Museum of Fine Arts
(more than 330 pictures were given by him in the late 1940s and the early 1950s), there
was now a veritable treasure trove of material by American artists in Boston from which
to choose subjects (fig. 4). In those years only a small portion of the Karolik Collection
was on view, but Wilmerding and other Harvard graduate students were given access

to works in storage by the curators in the museum’s American art department. “I went in



fig. 4
View of gallery of mid-
nineteenth-century American
landscape paintings and
decorative arts, Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston, 2003

and pulled out racks of works by Albert Bierstadt and Martin Johnson Heade, which is
what Stebbins did, and there was his book.? Jules Prown was able to do exactly the same
in writing a book on John Singleton Copley, in fact, almost the definitive Copley, because

almost all the pictures were right there.” We had access—and we did not realize until

much later what an incredible opportunity it was—to material of a primary nature, that
is to say, the works themselves on which almost nothing had been written...articles here
and there, but virtually nothing comprehensive.”

In 1965, before leaving Cambridge, Wilmerding made his second acquisition, the
Mississippi Boatman by George Caleb Bingham (cat. 1), an artist whose work he knew
from the Karolik Collection. Buying the painting by Lane had been a logical outgrowth
of his thesis, but the work by Bingham represented a very different kind of painting from
roughly the same time period. “Binghams were already rare by then, and I knew how
important his works were in the history of American art. I also knew how few boatmen
pictures existed, and I knew enough to realize their importance as classics. Again, chance
played a role; on one of my regular pilgrimages to Newbury Street I stopped at the Voses
and they said, ‘Oh look, we've just gotten a George Caleb Bingham in.”I don’t think they
knew I was collecting. I did not know I was collecting—it was the decision to buy the
Bingham that made me a collector. I went from acquiring a work I knew extremely well

to adding something very different.”
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Inquiring about the price, Wilmerding was stunned to learn it was s15,000.
“This was truly staggering, and it was my first exposure to dealers attaching astronomical
prices to very rare things. Vose said that Larry Fleischman at Kennedy Galleries in New
York had already made a proposal to have the painting shipped down, and it was obvious
it was going to be sold within hours or days if I did not make a move.” Having to make a
decision under the pressures of time and competition from another potential buyer and at
the top of the market was a new experience for Wilmerding. “I certainly did not have that
kind of money easily at hand. My mother had died, but my father was still alive and had
remarried, and I went home and told him about this. By then he knew that I had found
my own path; I had gone into art history and was clearly going to teach, not into business
or banking as he had. He accepted that and we had a nice détente. We talked about some
money that I had inherited from my grandparents and my mother. Once again, the
banker in him prevailed. He said: ‘If you think this is worth what it is and worth having,
it’s your decision.” He did not even indicate by his tone that it would be an unwise thing
to do. I took the money out and, as Mrs. Malaprop might have said, I bit the bull by the
horns and bought it.”

Wilmerding chose to write his dissertation on the history of American marine
painting and completed his doctorate in 1965. “It was a good topic for me, because it
obviously built on my work on Lane but also expanded into other periods, both earlier
and later, than the mid-nineteenth century. I knew that once I started looking for teach-
ing jobs I would have to demonstrate a solid, wide-ranging knowledge. It was especially
helpful to think and write about twentieth-century works; I had not done much of that
before.” The dissertation led to Wilmerding’s first major book, published in 1968."

Wilmerding also began looking for a teaching position. He was well qualified to
compete for the best jobs—and they were plentiful in those years—but he recalls worry-
ing nevertheless. “Like any graduate student just finishing up, I lived in fear, wondering
if I'd get something that was right, that would be a solid start to my career, all those sorts
of things. My experience as an art historian, up to that point, had been entirely as a student.
One does get attached to a place like Cambridge, and Harvard manages to send you
out into the world believing that you’ll never be happy anywhere else, and that it will take
a lifetime to overcome that feeling. I remember at every opportunity combing through
catalogues of various places where I might like to go. As it turned out, in 1965 there were
three or four major openings for an Americanist. One was at the University of Michigan,
but David Huntington was competing for that and got the job. I did get offers from Yale
University, Brandeis University, and Dartmouth College. Yale had appeal for its size and

its long history in American art and culture. But Jules Prown was already teaching there,



and although the opening called for an assistant professor, when I looked at the job
description more closely I saw that the position was mainly to help senior faculty teaching
humanities courses. Brandeis was tempting, but having spent nine years in Cambridge,
staying close to home seemed too easy, and rightly or wrongly, I also did not have the
sense that it would be the best place to begin a career in American art. The possibilities at
Dartmouth were more open-ended, and although that was a bit daunting in itself—
because one could not be sure where they would lead—there was definitely a real sense of
opportunity. I went up to interview, gave the job talk, and was warmly received. I quickly
realized that although the school was looking for a modernist to offer courses in late
eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and twentieth-century European art, I would be able to fold
American art into my teaching. It would not be exclusively American art, but no one
could expect that in those days; such a position really did not yet exist anywhere.”

In the end, the offer from Dartmouth seemed the most promising. Three senior
members of the department would be retiring shortly, and the college was interested in
hiring junior faculty who would have tenure-track options. Wilmerding recalls, “You were
basically told you could create your own curriculum, and even though it meant going back
to a remote part of northern New England, Dartmouth was in the Ivy League and there-
fore had a larger world of associations and possibilities. I may have had certain reservations,
but I chose Dartmouth, and it absolutely proved the correct choice.”

Wilmerding and the other junior faculty who joined him in the coming years did
indeed reshape the basic curriculum of the art history department. As he recalls, “It was
great fun. We began to teach our upper-level courses, making a niche for ourselves. It was
a very exciting period, with a group of wonderful colleagues who were on the same wave-
length, fresh with doctorates, and eager to break into their fields. Meanwhile, as I worked
to establish my own scholarly credentials, I realized that others of my generation had
found jobs as well. Barbara Novak had gone to Columbia University; Ted Stebbins, who
had first finished law school and then studied art history, was now at the Yale University
Art Gallery as a curator, but also with teaching duties....Bill Gerdts was a curator at the
Newark Museum and then went to teach at the University of Maryland. All of us began
to sense that a group of colleagues was emerging who were going to define the course
of teaching American art, and to some extent being curators of American art. We had
all had the opportunity of doing exhibitions early in our training. I was able to organize
three small exhibitions at the DeCordova Museum in Lincoln, Massachusetts, that
in a sense got my museum career started...work by Lane, Robert Salmon, and William

Bradford. We were able to make a mark early on, and some of us had begun to collect.™
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Friends such as Bill Gerdts and Ted Stebbins increasingly pursued forming col-
lections, and we began to meet collectors in this esoteric little world, such as John Davis
Hatch, Graham Williford, and Henry Melville Fuller, whose collection eventually went
to the Currier Gallery of Art in Manchester, New Hampshire. We loved talking to each
other, sharing information, and generally enjoyed our mutual interests. There were these
pockets of collectors, many of whom were buying primarily either sketches or drawings by
Hudson River School artists. Whenever we had the opportunity, whether it was in New
York or Boston, Cambridge or elsewhere in New England, we'd all get together and com-
pare notes...it was mutual reinforcement.”

Wilmerding considers his first awareness of the work of Frederic Edwin Church
in the fall of 1965, just as he arrived at Dartmouth, one of the key incidents in forming
his identity as a scholar and collector. “I heard from David Huntington about this all but
unknown artist, Frederic Church, who was not well-represented in the Karolik Collection.
David was busy organizing support to save Olana, Church’s wonderful estate on the
Hudson River (fig. 5). We all went to see it, and it was one of those watershed moments
that makes you understand the importance of preserving the past. It was also another
gathering of both young and more senior enthusiasts for American art in a common
cause. The campaign to save Olana was the beginning, really, of a group of cohorts who
loved American art. We worked together to encourage respect for the field, and we visited
each others’ colleges to lecture. Our books began to come out and there was this sense that
we were claiming—or perhaps reclaiming is a better word—a place for American art.”

In the mid-1960s more and more collectors became intrigued by nineteenth-
century American art, and there were more dealers to sell to them. As interest grew in
certain artists, most especially Church, the hunt was on and paintings were being redis-
covered. Wilmerding observes, “you have to give credit to the great dealers of that period,
Harry Shaw Newman, Charlie Childs, Bob and Morton Vose, Larry Fleischman, Bob
Weimann, and Victor Spark. They all collaborated and often did things jointly as they
went back and forth between New York and Boston. Many of them had sold to Karolik,
so they had great credibility with new collectors of American art.” The dealers also turned
to the growing group of Americanists, seeking out their expertise and helping to fund
their exhibition and research projects. “They believed in connoisseurship and the impor-
tance of quality, and they recognized the greatness of American art—they were way
ahead of their time. They were powerful forces who also were stimulating collectors, and

they were eager to open their archives, provide photographs and leads, and so forth.”



fig. 5
Olana, home of Frederic Edwin
Church, south facade, looking
at main entrance; bell tower
at left, dining room with
nursery balcony above at right,
servants' quarters in back-
ground on right, Olana State
Historic Site, New York State
Office of Parks, Recreation and
Historic Preservation

New American pictures were being discovered seemingly every other day, and

they remained inexpensive compared to old master or impressionist paintings. Among
college friends with whom Wilmerding had kept in touch was Stuart Feld, who had been
working as a curator in the Metropolitan’s American Wing but had left to become a dealer.
It was Feld who sold Wilmerding his third nineteenth-century painting, and, in the years
to come, many, many more. One day in 1967, after a fruitful day of scouting for pictures

in New Jersey, Feld returned to his apartment in New York with several finds. Among them
was Heade’s Sunlight and Shadow: The Newbury Marshes (cat. 15). Wilmerding happened
to visit Feld that evening and recalls, “there was the Heade, uncleaned and unframed,
propped up on the front hall table. Because of the Karolik Collection, which had dozens
of Heades, I knew his work well. What struck me about this one then, as it does now, was
that it was not only one of the most beautiful I had ever seen, but also one of the most
unusual. It had the cool and the lurid, the yellow and the storm, it was sublime and beau-
tiful at the same time. That was the first time I realized I could buy something that went
a little against the grain. Of course I asked Stuart if he would sell the Heade, and I have
forgotten what I paid, but it was perhaps $2,500, again, enormously reasonable.” Both
sides were satisfied with the outcome; Wilmerding had the painting and Feld, as he later
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told his friend, sold all the pictures he had found in New Jersey in twenty-four hours and
doubled his money. Feld went on to join New York’s Hirschl and Adler Galleries and helped
transform it into one of the powerhouse dealers in American fine and decorative arts.

Feld also showed Wilmerding a beautiful small painting of a wine glass with an
orange slice by John Frederick Peto. It was the first time he had seen a work by the artist,
who would years later engage his scholarly attention. At the time Wilmerding had no
interest in collecting still lifes, but he was nevertheless struck by the painting’s power. “Its
colors seemed almost to glow and it was much more softly painted than the hard-edged
paintings by [William Michael] Harnett that were then canonical. No one paid much
attention to Peto in those days, other than Alfred Frankenstein, who, in After the Hunt,
lumped him in with several others as followers of Harnett. As with the Heade, I was
drawn to the fact that this was something different from the norm, and I think it also
helped me broaden my interests.”

The Lane, Bingham, and Heade paintings were the foundations of Wilmerding’s
collection, and he has never thought of parting with any of them. Over the years, however,
many other paintings came and went as his focus changed and evolved. “I've had a South
American Church, a Church of the Holy Land, a John Quidor, a large Bierstadt and a
smaller one of a rainbow over Niagara, lots of other works that were useful in teaching.™
Dartmouth had a good but small collection of American art, enough for teaching, but
not comprehensively. In northern New England you cannot send the students into town to
go to the big art museum. We went on many road trips to places like Olana, the Currier,
the Hyde Collection, and Saint Johnsbury. I knew how important and rewarding it is to
have regular access to original works of art, and much of my collecting while I was at
Dartmouth had a pedagogical impetus. I bought several works—Ilike the big pictures by
Church and Bierstadt—that I knew would quite literally not fit in my house, and arranged
with the Hopkins Center to display them there on loan, so students could see them. It
occurred to me that without spending a lot of money I could acquire at least small-scale
works by major American artists. I got my first Eakins portrait, and then a whole group of
American genre paintings and landscapes. Now I was buying as an art historian and a collec-
tor, and I would bring these pictures to class, and when I gave lectures I would show students
the small-scale works, for instance, Lane’s small picture of Brace’s Rock (cat. 22) and a
small moonlit work by Robert Salmon, and ask them to identify these images and discuss
them. I also acquired several small Thomas Cole studies for some of his most famous
works, the sketch for Desolation, the sketch for The Ox-Bow, and these were superb
for teaching, for showing the handling of paint and the role of the sketch, and so on.”®



In 1977 Wilmerding left Dartmouth to become curator of American art and senior
curator at the National Gallery. Throughout his career he had participated in projects with
many museums, but this was his first full-time museum position. He knew that his activi-
ties as a collector would have to change; he would no longer be teaching, which eliminated
the need for the wide scope of pictures he had acquired. He also knew that the Gallery had
strict guidelines for curators in terms of collecting. Preparing for the move to Washington,
Wilmerding reassessed his group of pictures, winnowing it down considerably. Many had
to go, including a few with which he parted only reluctantly. “I was moving into an even
smaller house in Washington, but I could not ask Carter Brown to take my big pictures by
Church and Bierstadt on loan, because that would not have been appropriate, and I could
not afford to give them away. The painful but logical thing to do was to trade them, along
with lots of others that I did not mind giving up, for something else. Nevertheless, I also
realized there was a positive side, because in exchange I might find something spectacular.
I have never been a collector with infinite pockets; in fact, most of what I have acquired,
with the odd exception like the Bingham, has been pretty reasonably priced or has been
possible through trading. I think collecting with certain restraints is much more challeng-
ing and in the end more exhilarating than if you have unlimited resources, because you are
forced to make much tougher decisions. If you can have anything you want, you may end
up not wanting anything you have.”

Parting with several paintings did indeed allow Wilmerding to acquire something
very special, namely Winslow Homer’s Sparrow Hall (cat. 18). In Wilmerdings lifetime
Homer’s oils had never been inexpensive, and although he had owned a number of works
on paper by the artist (for example, cat. 17), he never believed an oil would be within his
reach. Sparrow Hall, although expensive, was relatively reasonable compared to what a
painting by Homer with a more familiar subject would command. Yet it is a key and rare
painting from a crucial moment in the artist’s career, when he was reforming the very
substance and style of his art while in Cullercoats, England, on the North Sea. It is beau-
tiful in its own right, with echoes of Homer’s earlier works featuring women and children,
but it also has a toughness and solidity of form that looks ahead to his great pictures from
the final two decades of his career. Many collectors, especially those concerned with only
acquiring works that will hold their market “value,” thus protecting their “investment,”
shy away from works they judge to be different from what they expect of a particular
artist. Wilmerding’s acquisition of the Heade marsh picture and his first encounter with
Peto’s work had taught him early on to judge a painting based on its own merits, and his

extensive knowledge of the history of American art helped him appreciate the historical
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fig. 6
Jasper Francis Cropsey, The
Spirit of War, 1851, oil on
canvas, National Gallery of
Art, Washington, Avalon Fund

fig. 7
Fitz Hugh Lane, Lumber
Schooners at Evening on
Penobscot Bay, 1863, oil on
canvas, National Gallery of
Art, Washington, Gift of Mr.
and Mrs. Francis W. Hatch Sr.

importance of different moments in an artist’s career. For him, acquiring the work by
Homer was an easy decision.

Once he began working at the National Gallery, Wilmerding was obliged to dis-
cuss anything he considered purchasing for himself with Charles Parkhurst, the assistant
director and chief curator, and with Carter Brown. If a particular work was judged to be
at a level of quality and historical importance that made it appropriate for the Gallery’s
permanent collection, he, like any other curator who collected, would have to give the
museum the first option to buy. It is rare, however, that a museum has the funds to pur-
chase everything it would like at any given moment. Often collectors who are friends of an
institution are encouraged to acquire desirable works, in the hope they might eventually
donate them. Wilmerding understood this perfectly well and recognized that his collecting
would now be on two parallel tracks. On the one hand, as a curator he would be seeking
out the finest American paintings and attempt to find the means for the Gallery to
acquire them; on the other, for his own acquisitions, he would have to factor in how they
might fit into the Gallery’s collection, if and when they some day became gifts. There was
no formal commitment or promise of future gifts, but Wilmerding acknowledges that the
context for his collecting had changed importantly.

Prior to Wilmerding’s appointment there had not been a department of
American art at the National Gallery. William P. Campbell, the assistant chief curator,
had a special interest in American art, had acquired many significant paintings for the
Gallery’s collection, and had organized some exhibitions. With a mandate from Carter
Brown to develop a systematic plan for American art at the Gallery, Wilmerding consid-
ered the best ways to proceed. He hired two assistant curators to help him and regularly
made good use of the talents of the various interns who found their way to the depart-
ment. He also worked hard to locate potential acquisitions. When the Gallery opened in
1941, fewer than a dozen American paintings were part of the collection, and although
the number had grown by the time of Wilmerding’s arrival, the representation was hardly
definitive. “Instead of buying things for myself, I was more and more using the Gallery’s
funds to buy major pictures for the museum; there was Cropsey’s The Spirit of War (fig. 6),
again, not a ‘typical’ work—the Gallery already had the greatest example of that in
Autumn on the Hudson River, 1860—but a work of excellent quality and one that showed
the impact of Cole’s dramatic allegorical style on the next generation.” Carter Brown,
Wilmerding’s old sailing competitor, was eager to add an outstanding work by Fitz Hugh
Lane to the collection. “I considered all the pictures that I knew were in private hands
and went after Lumber Schooners at Evening on Penobscot Bay (fig. 7), one of the classic late

pictures. We were starting to broaden the collection; the Sturges collection came in, and
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fig. 8
Eastman Johnson, The Brown
Family, 1869, oil on paper
mounted on canvas, National
Gallery of Art, Washington,
Gift of David Edward Finley
and Margaret Eustis Finley

fig. 9
Martin Johnson Heade,
Cattleya Orchid and Three
Brazilian Hummingbirds, 1871,
oil on wood, National Gallery
of Art, Washington, Gift of the
Morris and Gwendolyn Cafritz
Foundation

fig. 10
Installation view of American
Light: The Luminist Movement,
1850-1875 (10 February -
15 June 1980), National Gallery
of Art, Gallery Archives

that helped enormously, and I felt we were making progress in filling in gaps, but in ways
that complemented what the Gallery already had.”” Other important pictures entered
the collection under Wilmerding’s guidance, including the Gibbs-Coolidge set of Gilbert
Stuart’s portraits of the first five American presidents, Eastman Johnson’s 7he Brown
Family (fig. 8), and Heade’s Cattleya Orchid and Three Brazilian Hummingbirds (fig. 9).
Although the National Gallery had mounted an impressive series of monographic

exhibitions in the 1950s and early 1960s devoted to American artists, it had been less active
during the decade before Wilmerding’s arrival.® The extraordinary success of The Treasures
of Tutankhamen in 1976 —1977 had convinced Carter Brown of the drawing power of “block-
buster” exhibitions. Now there was increased incentive throughout the Gallery to propose
ambitious exhibitions, and Wilmerding’s American department was no exception. “I envi-
sioned a program of exhibitions over the next decade, both large and small monographic
shows, thematic shows, and also a private collection show.” The first project Wilmerding
undertook, in 1980, was American Light: The Luminist Movement, 18501875, a sprawling
gathering of more than 250 paintings, drawings, and photographs by artists ranging from
Washington Allston to Thomas Eakins (fig. 10). “As I look back, I did American Light at
the midpoint of my career. It was the climax of everything I had done up to that point as a
scholar, collector, and writer. It became for me a great summary show whose time had clearly
come. Most of my colleagues had been working in the same period and with the same
material and I invited a half-dozen of them to write for the catalogue. In a way it was

a ‘state of the field’ for the time.” It also represented a new course for the National Gallery
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in terms of American exhibitions, as it was not monographic, but thematic, reevaluating a
lot of material that previously only specialists really knew much about.”

American Light was a popular success, drawing almost 320,000 visitors (fig. ).
Artists such as Heade and Lane, let alone Francis Silva or William Bradford, were hardly
household names in 1980, and the exhibition proved a revelation to many who saw it. It
brought into focus the achievements of a group of artists who had been all but ignored by
academia and museums. For Wilmerding, this was deeply satisfying, because he felt
American Light opened a “window into a period in America when we created an original
art—not only that, but an optimistic art, a beautiful art.”

Following American Light Wilmerding turned his attention to organizing an
exhibition devoted to the private collection of Jo Ann and Julian Ganz Jr. of Los Angeles
(fig. 12). “I think it was an old friend from sailing days, Don Hoopes, who introduced
me to the Ganzes, who were then transforming their collection from Ash Can paintings
and American impressionists to one focused on the mid-
nineteenth century, and they were beginning to acquire a
really impressive group of paintings and sculptures. We hit
it off and became great friends, and that led to the idea
of the exhibition.” From his work as a curator, Wilmerding
also knew how important it was to form relationships
with collectors, and he encouraged the Ganzes in their
pursuit of great American paintings and offered the
best advice he could when asked. The relationship that he
established between the Gallery and the Ganzes has

endured to the present. Julian currently serves as a trustee,

and over the years he and Jo Ann have committed several
important works from their collection to the Gallery.
Wilmerding often joked after beginning work as a
curator that there was no time to write his own books. The
demands of caring for a collection, organizing exhibitions,
writing catalogues, and running a department filled every
available minute, and there were no sabbaticals. As a
way of compensating, he started collecting book forms
and trompe l'oeil books in various shapes and sizes. “My
interest in books, which began in childhood, led me to
acquire a great painting by Peto of books (cat. 24). Peto
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fig. 11
John Wilmerding and
Rosamund Bernier discussing
Frederic Edwin Church's
Twilight in the Wilderness
during the making of the film
American Light: The Luminist
Movement, 1850-1875,
National Gallery of Art,
Gallery Archives

fig. 12
Installation view of An
American Perspective:
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century Art from the
Collection of Jo Ann and
Julian Ganz Jr. (4 October
1981-15 February 1982),
National Gallery of Art,
Gallery Archives

fig.13
Installation view of /mportant
Information Inside: The
Still-Life Paintings of John F.
Peto (16 January-19 June
1983), National Gallery of Art,
Gallery Archives
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also intersected with American folk art, which I had grown to love from my grandmoth-
er’s collections. The interest in Peto continued with the exhibition I organized in 1983
(fig. 13). Peto still was not well known and continued to be perceived as in Harnett’s shadow,
and I felt there was a real disconnect in our understanding of his work solely through
reproductions, and not from appreciating the actual pictures. Bringing the objects together
for the exhibition is another kind of collecting. I'd like to think that small show made a
large impact in restoring Peto’s reputation.”

When he first started at the National Gallery, Wilmerding took stock of not only
its collection of American paintings, but also of its works on paper. There were outstanding
holdings of watercolors by Homer and prints by James A. M. Whistler, but little else. “From
my contacts with other collectors, and from my own collecting of drawings during various
times, I knew how important works on paper were to a complete understanding of Amer-
ican art. In honor of the Bicentennial, Ted Stebbins had organized a touring exhibition

and written an exhaustive book on American drawings, and not one work from the
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Gallery’s collection was included in the 360 works
illustrated.?> Working with colleagues in the depart-
ment of prints and drawings, I went over all the pri-
vately held collections of American drawings that I
knew of.” Years earlier Wilmerding had met John
Davis Hatch, then the director of the Albany Institute
and also a pioneering collector of American drawings
(figs. 14, 15). “We visited Hatch’s home in Massa-
chusetts, studied his collection, and made a proposal
that would bring those drawings to the Gallery.

It established a solid, broad base there of American

drawings, with a dozen or so very important works.
With this foundation one could build and expand the collections, which is exactly what

has been done in the years since.”
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fig. 14

George Henry Smillie,
Newport Mountain from Bald
Porcupine, unknown date,
black and white chalk and
watercolor on blue paper,
National Gallery of Art, John
Davis Hatch Collection

fig. 15
Rembrandt Peale, Or. John
Warren, ¢. 1806, black, white,
and light brown chalk on dark
brown paper, National Gallery
of Art, Washington, John
Davis Hatch Collection,
Andrew W. Mellon Fund and
Avalon Fund

fig. 16
Thomas Eakins, The Architect
(John Joseph Borie, Ili,
1869-1926),1896-1898, oil on
canvas, Hood Museum of Art,
Dartmouth College, Hanover,
New Hampshire, Gift of Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller

Wilmerding’s interest in the work
of Thomas Eakins, which stemmed from
his years at Dartmouth, where he had often
admired the artist’s The Architect (John
Joseph Borie, 111) (fig. 16) in the college’s
art gallery, resurged during his time in
Wiashington. “I became fascinated by
Eakins’ works and began trying to acquire
them. It was frustrating, though, because
none of the great early subjects like the
rowing scenes was available, and indeed
little else of quality was. The bust-length
portraits came up from time to time, and
I bought many of them, but they were
pretty dour. At one point I had, I think,
six of them, and I hung them in my dining
room, perhaps in emulation of my grand-
parents” hanging of Rembrandt and Rem-
brandt school portraits in their dining
room. Guests complained that eating with
all those depressed-looking sitters gave
*hem indigestion, and I can understand

why. I also had some interesting sketches,

including two related to Eakins’ pictures
of William Rush working on his allegorical figure of the Schuylkill River. One was The
Chaperone (cat. 9), which I gave to the Gallery, and one was of Rush himself pounding
the mallet as he carved the statue. Another portrait ultimately ended up in the Princeton
University Art Museum.”

In 1983 Wilmerding was appointed the National Gallery’s deputy director, with
responsibility for oversight of all its curatorial, education, publications, exhibitions, and
conservation departments. Given these increased administrative duties, there was even less
time for his own scholarly work, but he remained closely engaged with the Gallery’s
American department. In 1985, when he learned that Rembrandt Peale’s wonderful portrait

of his brother Rubens was going to be sold at auction, he mounted a campaign for the

25 | Scholar, Teacker, Collector: John Wilmerding & American Art | Kelly



Gallery to acquire it. On 5 December of that year, Rubens
Peale with a Geranium (fig. 17) became the first acquisition
made through the Gallery’s newly established Patrons’
Permanent Fund. It was purchased at slightly over $4 mil-
lion, a record price at the time for an American painting.”
In 1987 Wilmerding organized Andrew Wyeth: The
Helga Pictures, presenting to the public for the first time
more than 240 works depicting one model, Helga Testorf
—images done ove