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SZ:

Ms. Standen, I will start the way I

always do and ask you to tell me where and when you were
born, and a little bit about your background.

ES:

I was born in Halifax, Nova Scotia, the

21st of February, 1905. My father was an officer in the
British Army; my mother, however, was an American, a
Bostonian, and we left Canada very shortly.

At that time,

as I said, there were British troops in Canada, and he was
restâtioned, then, in England.

SZ:

Canada was not independent at that time.

ES:

No, not in 1905.

It was part of the

Empire.

Isn't it strange to think there were British

troops?

It was taken for granted that they were there, just

as they were in India. Well, anyway, I left at, I think,
the age of about one. My father was later stationed in
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England and in Ireland, where I spent most of my childhood.
I went to college in England and didn't emigrate . . . Well,
I came over for visits with my mother, first, then later
emigrated on my own, after I had graduated from college.

SZ:

College being European high school?

Oh,

you mean university.

ES:

Yes. I got my college degree at Oxford.

That, I think, you will find in the "life of me" here.

SZ:

Although, I would ask you, how unusual

was that at the time?

ES:

To go to college?

It was rather

unusual, still not normal, not the regular thing, for
everybody to do. But, the small school where I was studying
in London at the time, where I was a student, the
headmistress had been to Somerville, and she was very, very
happy.

I was the first person from the school to go to

college, so she was delighted to have me choose her college,
in Oxford.
come out.

My mother suggested I could either do that or
Young girls in those days "came out," and I

wasn't in the least interested in that.

SZ:

Had your mother been college educated as
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well?

ES:

Oh, heavens no-

As I say, she was an

American, and it was very rare, in both England and America,
for her generation.

SZ:

She was born in 1872.

And what about your growing-up years.

You moved around a bit. What about your interest in things
aesthetic?

Was there anything notable about that?

ES:

No.

In England, you know, what you do

is, you don't major, you read.

I read English, which meant

three years of English literature and language at college.
I did, however, on the vacations, work on a Roman
archaeological dig, in England.

I was always interested in

works of art and archaeology, but not particularly educated
in them until I came to this country.

SZ:

So, you came to this country after you

ES:

Yes. Actually, I emigrated in the

graduated.

summer of 1928. Things were very bad in England at that
time.

We'd had the general strike in 192 6, which was my

last year at college, and I wanted to work in a museum.

I

was thinking at that time more of the archaeological side of
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it.

But things were very difficult.

Over here, you see,

'28 was the year before [the Crash].

SZ:

It was still wonderful.

ES:

Everything was still wonderful. My

mother being a Bostonian, I had many relations over here
whom I had met when I had come over earlier for visits, and
they were all full of encouragement.
everything is fine.

"Come over here,

You'll certainly find something

interesting to do over here."

So, I emigrated, finally, as

I say, in the summer of 1928 and went to stay with my
relations in Boston.

SZ:

And, well, you say you came to work in a

ES:

I wanted to work in a museum.

museum . . .

Paul

Sachs was a great friend of my cousins there, particularly
of Charles Hopkinson, the portrait painter, who married a
first cousin of my mother's. Those were the relations I
stayed with mostly.

So, Mr. Sachs then, very kindly, out of

his affection for the Hopkinson family, allowed me to come
and sit in on his museum course [at Harvard].

I was not

properly registered at the university at all.

What's the

female part of . . . ?
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SZ:

Radcliffe?

ES:

Radcliffe, yes.

It was all rather

irregular, and it was very kind of him.

SZ:

Tell me just a little bit about Paul

ES:

Yes, well, Paul Sachs was really

Sachs.

marvelous.

The amazing thing about this course—one of the

amazing things—was it was for graduate students only.

The

only undergraduate was Jack Phillips, and he was one of the
few people Mr. Sachs allowed in, because he was so brilliant
as an undergraduate.

It was held in Mr. Sachs's beautiful

house, called Shady Hill, and we all sat around in
comfortable chairs. One session perhaps Mr. Sachs would
tell us about a famous forger who was going to be uncovered,
you see, and at the next one he would talk to us about
dealers.

He was very interesting about dealers. He said,

"Now be sure, you must always respect the dealer. Where you
see ten objects the dealer will see 100." He had people in,
like James Rorimer, who had just come to work here at the
Metropolitan Museum.

They would come and talk to us. But

then, every two or three sessions of these meetings—which
were once a week—he would read letters from people who had
written to him, asking for candidates for jobs.

Some small
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museum wanted a beginner in the field, some dealer wanted
somebody to come and work with him.
it was, you see:

It was amazing.

There

In 192 8 the field was almost open, and at

these meetings he spoke of Mr. Joseph Widener, the great
collector, who wanted someone to come and help him with his
collections.

I put in for it, and so did Agnes Mongan, but

Agnes . . . I think Mr. Sachs already had his eye on her as
somebody he must keep with him, see, so I feel pretty sure
it was Mr. Sachs who told Mr. Widener he thought Edith
Standen would be a good person to come and work in his
collection.
know.

And, I think my English accent helped, you

Then, come early in 1929, I went down to Philadelphia

to work for Mr. Joseph Widener in his great collection at
Lynnewood Hall.

SZ:

So, you did that with essentially just

this background.

ES:

Yes. Well, I had been in Italy.

I had

spent a winter in Rome, and then a winter in Berlin, trying
to get the languages.

I was always interested in going to

the museums in both places, as well.
young you do everything.

Of course, when you're

You go to the opera, you go to

concerts, you see everything you can.

So, I had a European

background, and some knowledge in London.
National Gallery pretty well.

I knew the

I knew enough to get by for
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that kind of a job. And, actually, Mr. Widener didn't need
a curator—he was his own curator.

He wanted somebody to do

the secretarial work and to look after the visitors. He was
very generous in opening his collection to people who wrote
properly and seemed to be serious in their wish to see the
collection.

So, I had a lot of work there, but I had a

difficult time . . . Well, not a difficult time, but I had
to come to an understanding with one of the servants.
was a very large, below-stairs staff, of course.
was so grand he called himself a steward.

There

The butler

He was a steward

and he looked after the footmen. Then there was the
housekeeper, who looked after the housemaids.

Then there

was this extra man who had been the personal valet of the
elder Mr. Widener, who died—who founded the collection and
then died—and he'd been very close to him in his final
illness, so he was kept on and given the job of taking the
visitors 'round.

So, he and I had to come to an

arrangement, you see, and he said what he wanted was the
titled people; they were the ones who gave him money.
course, I didn't want the titled people.

Of

I said, "What I'm

interested in, rather, are the artists and the scholars."
"They never give me anything," says he, so we had a very
friendly arrangement.

But, I was the person, then, who

received the letters asking to see the collection, and sent
out the arrangement dates when they should come—all that
sort of thing—and dealt with the correspondence, the people
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writing to Mr. Widener, trying to sell him things, etc.
There was a substantial library; Mr. Widener said he didn't
want it to become unwieldy, but he wanted the series to be
kept up.

So, anything he was buying . . . The classic

volumes which were coming out every year, the marvelous
history of Italian art—the Venturi history—we bought the
new volumes as they came out, and I tried to read
everything.

And, the collection itself, which is now in the

National Gallery.

I learned a great deal while there, and I

was there all through the '30s.

1929.

SZ:

So you were there for a long time.

ES:

The Depression, you see, hit early in

It didn't affect Mr. Widener.

I think of the twenty

gardeners, perhaps he may have cut down to about fifteen or
something like that, but there was no difference with these
very rich people. They were okay.

But I knew I couldn't

get another job. But, I was happy there.

I lived in

Philadelphia, not in the house, the country house where Mr.
Widener had his paintings.

I went out every day, and found

it exceedingly interesting, spending my days with Rembrandt
and Raphael, etc.

SZ:

I assume what you're saying also is it

allowed you to ride out the Depression . . .
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ES:

Oh, yes, no problem.

Mr. Widener never

cut my salary, which for the time was a very good one. Mr.
Sachs told me later that Mr. Widener said, "How much do you
think I should pay Miss Standen?," and Mr. Sachs said,
"Well, I pay my secretary $2,000 a year," and Mr. Widener
said, "Well, Miss Standen will want to visit her family in
Europe, I'll give her $3,000," which at that time was a very
handsome salary indeed.

So, I was able . . . O h , yes, that

was really how I educated myself, because he went to Europe
every summer.
was horses.

His other great interest beside works of art

He was a racing man. He had a stable down in

Kentucky, so that every summer . . . I think he also had a
house at Longchamps.

He went to Longchamps in June, and

didn't come back until the racing started here in New York
at Saratoga in September.

The house was shut up, so I

immediately packed my bags and took off for Europe, where my
mother and sister were living—and my brother too, for some
time—and in those days you literally could travel all
around Europe for $5.00 a day.
plans.

You didn't have to make a

You could get on a train, go to the next town, check

over what seemed to be the decent hotel.
room for the night?"

"Do you want a

Yes, and if you wanted to spend two or

three more nights, "Oh, certainly."

No problem at all.

I

never had any problem, and never felt afraid in any European
country.

I would not go to Germany because of Hitler; I

didn't mind Mussolini so much, and spent, always, several
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weeks in Italy every summer.
then later moved to France.

My mother lived in England and
I stayed with her, so I really

got to see a great deal of Europe in those thirteen years I
was working for Mr. Widener. That was really my art history
educat ion, yes.

Hitler thing.

SZ:

You went and saw everything.

ES:

I went and saw everything.

SZ:

Except what was in Germany.

ES:

Yes. I really felt I couldn't stand the

I had spent a winter in Berlin, before

Hitler, soon after I'd come down from college, so I had
gotten enough German to get along with.

The art historian

must be able to read German, Italian, French and Spanish,
unless, of course, you're going to deal only with American
art or something like that.
enough.

So, I managed to pick up

I never learned, really, any Spanish, but I had the

other languages, reasonably; reading knowledge of then,
let's say.

SZ:

Then the war came, and I see that you
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ES:

Yes, the war came, and from 193 9 on I

was in the U.S. My mother moved . . . She had been living
in the South of France with my sister; they had to move back
to England.

Then, you see, Mr. Widener decided to give his

collection . . . Well, that's a National Gallery story, not
so much personal to me. But, Mr. Widener's father, even,
had wanted to start a national gallery in Washington, and
Mr. Joseph Widener and Mr. Mellon used to get together and
talk about this.

But Mr. Mellon wanted his gallery to have

only paintings and sculpture, and Mr. Widener said, "No, my
other works of art are equally important." The Widener
collection includes tremendous works of the decorative arts.
So, while Mr. Mellon was alive they never came to any
agreement.

But, I can tell you that very shortly after Mr.

Mellon died, John Walker and David Finley were on the
doorstep of Mr. Widener's great house.

So, then it was all

fixed up, that they would take everything that Mr. Widener
wanted to give them, they would reproduce . . .Mr. Widener
felt very strongly about the way things were shown.

His

whole house was a work of art in itself, so as far as
possible they tried to reproduce that in Washington.

It was

at the end of 1942 that the collection was finally moved
down there, and I went down to help them install it. Mr.
Widener was failing in health but he was able to attend the
session, though in a wheelchair.

It was very nice, with all

his things arranged just as he would have wanted to have had
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them, which was lovely.

Of course, the minute that was over

I was able to join the army.

I knew that was the only way

of getting to Europe, getting to England.

Of course, I

wanted to help, too. Sure.

SZ:

Were you an American citizen?

ES:

Yes. My mother had become very English

after her marriage, so I put it off quite a while, because I
knew it would hurt her.

But, it was Munich that did it.

It

was quite obvious, in 1938, that this thing was not going to
last, and there was going to be a war.
idiotic.
in."

I said, "This is

I've got to be a citizen of the country I'm living

I knew Francis Biddle in Washington very well . . .

Well, not very well, but I knew the whole Biddle family
there in Philadelphia, and Francis was a cousin of my great
Biddle friends there.

He was then attorney general, and he

was able to push the thing through; it was just a question
of putting the papers on top of somebody's desk, instead of
tucked away in a drawer, you know.

So, I got my citizenship

in time to join the army, early in '43.

SZ:

Anything at all you want to say about

your experience in the army?

ES:

Well, of course, the early experiences
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are dismal.

But, by the time I got to Germany, those were

undoubtedly the two most interesting years of my life, no
question, when I was with the military government in
Germany.

It was extraordinary.

The whole setting was so

impossible, living among the ruins, but we were doing
something.

The organization was called Monuments, Fine Arts

and Archives, and there is a splendid book on it that's
going to come out this spring by a young woman in Washington
called Lynn Nicholas, The Rane of Europa.

It will tell the

whole story of Monuments, Fine Arts and Archives, which has
been only very sketchily published before now; this general
book will [soon] come out, which will do a good job.
Because, of course, the heroes are the men who were there
doing the fighting; what we call "the combat phase."
them, of course, was James Rorimer.

Among

John Skilton, who's

only just died, the man who saved the Tiepolo frescoes in
Wurzburg.

Walter Farmer, who is still alive and is supposed

to be writing his reminiscences—I don't know if he ever
will—

set up the collecting point at Wiesbaden, where we

had all the treasures of Berlin and Frankfurt.

I ran the

collecting point after he left, early in '46. Craig Smyth
did the same thing in Munich, for all the Munich and Vienna
pictures.

The Americans in general, I think, can take great

pride in what the Monuments men did, particularly, as I say,
those early ones, against difficulties which are difficult
to imagine now, everything that they did * . . I feel we
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really deserved well of the art world; I'm glad I had even a
small part in it. But, I think it's mentioned in "my life"
there that you have.

SZ:

Yes, it is.

ES:

So, I was in Germany until '47,

September of '47, first in Frankfurt, then in Wiesbaden,
then in Stuttgart.

I could tell stories of what went on

there, which would take hours.

SZ:

But it's fascinating to me . . .

ES:

It's fascinating, a small incident of

what happened immediately after the war, in the art world.
I read just the other day an account of the history of the
bust of Nef ertiti. Well, that was one of our great
treasures there in Wiesbaden, and we were putting on little
exhibitions, again with intense difficulty, but we managed
to do it, from quite early, I think from February or so,
1946.

We always had to have Nef ertiti in the front hall,

because the people in the town had the rumor going around
that we'd given her back to Egypt.

I was reminded of that

when I read an article about the history of Nefertiti in
general, and it mentioned the fact that she had been put on
exhibition in Wiesbaden.

So, I've just written a letter to
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the editor of the magazine saying, "I was in charge of the
collecting point of the museum," it was in the museum in
Wiesbaden, you see, when we put Nef ertiti on exhibition.

SZ:

I assume that you talked to Lynn

ES:

Oh, yes, I've had a lot of chats with

Nicholas?

her.

It will be a good book.

I've heard her lecture on it

Ostensibly, of course, our main job was the restoration of
loot.

Well, we did that, and we did a very good job on

that, too. As much as possible, we gave back masses of
stuff.

But, as we were all professionals—or almost a l l —

what mattered to us was the preservation of these works of
art; who owned them was, of course, important—they should
go back where they belonged—but that was nothing compared
to the safety and protection of them.

SZ:

Well, I assume that preservation was

part of your mandate.

ES:

We suffered because neither the British

nor American governments had a minister of culture, the way
all the Europeans governments have.

So, a military

government is set up to parallel the civilian government;
you have somebody who's in charge of railroads, somebody
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who's in charge of hospitals, and then under them they have
the local people working for them.

But, because there the

U.S. has no minister of culture, we came under economics;
consequently, some people didn't give two hoots about works
of art. We always had trouble with that.

The restitution

of loot was looked upon as our only function, and it is, of
course, the most glamorous aspect of the job.

Most of what

has been written about the Monuments and Fine Arts has
concentrated on the restitution of the looted works of art,
of which we did do a great deal.

There are lots of stories

about that, too.

SZ:

So, you returned in 1947.

ES:

Yes. September of '47. I had saved up

a lot of money because, of course, there was nothing to
spend it on in Germany.
did some odd jobs.

So, I bummed around for a while.

I

I did a job for UNESCO, inspecting

museums in England, which was rather fun.

I went to New

Zealand with a cousin who was visiting his married daughter
there.

So, I was having fun for, as I say, a couple of

years.

Then I decided I would take some history of art

courses here in New York, under the GI bill of rights, you
see.

That was funny too. When I went down to talk to the

NYU people and they asked me about my academic career, and I
said I had a degree from Oxford, he said, "Oh, is that an
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accredited university?" I liked that.

So, there I was.

So, one day I was outside the Metropolitan Museum and I ran
into Francis Taylor, whom I knew, the then director.

He

asked me what I was doing and I said, "Well, I'm taking
courses at NYU and I'm looking for a job." He said, "Would
you like to come and look after our textiles?"

So I said,

"Well, in the first place, I don't know anything about
textiles.

In the second place, I'm really less interested

in clothes than most women I know, and in the third place, I
never pick up a needle if I can help it." He said, "Fine.
Come see me in my office." He gave me the job, to start on
the first of July, 1949, and I've been here ever since.

SZ:

Now, you knew Francis Taylor as . . .

ES:

Well, I got to know almost everybody.

You see, down at the Widener Collection, they all turned up
there.

The museum directors would come in with their

students, the dealers would come in with their clients, and
I joined the College Art Association and went to their
meetings.

I got to know a great many people in the art

world, and Francis Taylor had been among them.

SZ:

Did you have a specific area that really

excited you, up to this point?
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ES:

No.

I was into painting and sculpture

more than anything else . . .

SZ:

Because that's what you knew about.

ES:

. . . because that's what Mr. Widener

collected; he had fourteen Rembrandts, or pictures
attributed to Rembrandt.

They're not all accepted now.

Then he had his Raphael and the Donatellos. Again, I don't
think either of them would be considered to be by Donatello
anymore.

Some fine Titians. Well, at least one fine

Titian, and two not such good Titians. His best picture was
the big Bellini, I think, a marvelous picture.

He did, of

course, have a number of ob-iets d'art, some ceramics, and a
couple of tapestries, which I would also study as best I
could.

But, I didn't have access to any great library.

That was one trouble.

I had the basic books, when I was

working with the Widener pieces, but I wasn't able to do
anything in the way of research on them.

It has all been

done since, at the National Gallery.

SZ:

So, really, the offer to come and work

with the textiles, it was just one other thing that . . .

ES:

Yes, I guess.

I had had some

tapestries, some fine velvets Mr. Widener had, and some
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carpets, too, but nothing . . . not really a textile
collection at all.

SZ:

And what about your studies at NYU?

ES:

Oh, they really didn't amount to much.

I took some decorative arts, one on furniture.

SZ:

But, it was just to broaden . . .

ES:

Yes. As I say, I was looking around for

something to do. My colleagues in Germany had all come back
to work in museums and other institutions of that kind over
here, and I wanted to get something of that kind but nothing
had immediately turned up.

Actually, something at Yale was

offered to me about the same time—registrar, I think—but I
wouldn't have cared for that so much.

SZ:

Upon your arrival at the Metropolitan

Museum in, what, July 1st, 1949 . . . ?

ES:

Which was a Friday. My cousin said,

"How stupid! Why go down, when Monday is a holiday?" But,
I was telephoned, the director telephoned me on that Friday.
I was glad I was there.
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SZ:

Tell me a little bit about Francis

ES:

Oh, he was a remarkable man.

Taylor.

But, if

you've read about him, [you know] he made enemies.

He acted

in a rather high-handed way, but nothing I remember about
him

. . . What I chiefly remember is what happened when

he died, because he knew every person in the museum, and a
number of people then said, "Yes, Mr. Taylor, he was so good
to me. When my mother died he gave me permission to go.
Mr. Taylor was able to help me get a better job, etc."
Something like that. There wasn't a person in the museum .
. . and these are the guards, the simple people.
wonderful with them, he was very good with people.

He was
He made

enemies among the curators, certainly; as I say, he could
act in a high-handed way.
humor.

But, he had a delightful sense of

There's his wonderful crack about Alan Priest, the

curator of Oriental art, who was very much a character, who
was always smoking in his office, which, of course, was
strictly forbidden, had a cup of tea every afternoon . . .
Alan was incredible, and Francis Taylor remarked that "it
was high time Alan should remember he's ni enfant, ni
terrible any longer."
Worcester.

He [Taylor] left to take a job at

Everybody was very surprised by this, because it

was very much a step down from this museum, a smaller one,
etc.

But what he said was, "They offer to give me a house
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with a mechanical pig." Meaning he was given a garbage
disposal machine.

He was delightful, he really was.

very fond of Francis Taylor.

I was

Of course, I never had the

dealings with him on a high level, you see.

I came in as an

assistant curator, I was made an associate curator quite
soon, but I was never curator. At that time there was only
one curator to a department.

I've brought with me one of

the first Museum Bulletins in which my name appears.

Of

course, all of these people, or almost all of them,
immediately, when I just look at the names, I can see them
in front of me, I got to know them so well.

SZ:

That would actually be a good thing to

have you do, to look at them and tell me some stories.

ES:
way I am.

Some of them are still alive, just the

Of course, I was rather old, coming in.

I was

already forty-four, which was a late beginning for a museum
career, so that most of these people are younger than me.
But, as I run down the list I see people who are still alive
here.

Nora Scott, as far as I know, is still alive.

Dietrich von Bothmer is very much alive, and he's around.
In my department there, you see, Preston Remington was the
curator when I came in, Jack Phillips.
Louise Avery.

They're both dead.

Faith Dennis is 101 and still alive in a

nursing home in Connecticut.

Extraordinary.
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SZ:

The department was Renaissance and

Modern art, which is sort of a curious . . .

ES:

No museum has ever worked out, a general

museum like ours, how you divide up these things.

There are

disadvantages to every alternative. Victoria and Albert,
for instance, goes by material, as you know.

I was talking

yesterday to Claire Vincent, who is interested in the
enamels, and I said, "Which department do they come under,
metal work?"

She said, "No, ceramics."

The head of the

department is an authority on Asian ceramics, and couldn't
care less about his European enamels.
difficulties in anything.

So, you get your

But, Renaissance and Modern art.

Then they changed it to . . . What was it?

Western European

art, that's it. By that time it was Rorimer who was head of
it, and I said, "Why did you want Western . • .?" He said,
"I wanted to leave out Turkey!"

And, our textiles had a

complication, because the Greek island embroideries came
under our department, but the Turkish embroideries came
under the Near East. It's always very complicated, where to
draw the line.

SZ:

Maybe we could back up a little bit,

because I think you said this off tape. When you were
taking Paul Sachs's course and Rorimer came to give a
lecture, what did he say about the Metropolitan Museum?
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ES:
it.

Oh, he had nothing but bad to say about

It was a dreadful place, everybody was very snobbish

and paid no attention to anybody else, he really disliked
them all, the whole thing was very badly run, etc., etc.

SZ:

Well, when you first got here, how did

his description . . . ?

ES:

Oh, I thought it was stupid.

perfectly well with everyone.

I got on

I think they laughed at him.

He was something of a character, and there was a story about
how he used to come to the Museum in riding boots.
remember the details.

I don't

I think it was personal, actually,

with him, rather than anything particularly wrong, although
I think some of the older members, certainly . . . For
instance, I'm told there were guards who said nobody ever
said good morning to them; when the curators walked through
they would just go through without paying any attention to
them.

I think there was a certain snobbish feeling about

it, but it was not noticeable to me, I didn't find anything
of that kind.

SZ:

What did you find?

ES:

Oh, perfectly friendly, pleasant people.

We had one delightful institution—I remember it mostly
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under James rather than under Francis—the director's lunch
room, which was up in the same part of the building where
the offices are now, the director and some of the top
people.

It had, I think, two long tables and a couple of

small ones, and anybody whose name was here, at the end of
the Bulletin, was entitled to go and eat—and you can see
how very small this group is, so we weren't as a rule, I
think, more than twenty or twenty-five people—and there you
met all your colleagues, and you heard what was going on all
over the Museum.
delightful.

I found it invaluable and perfectly

James Rorimer, he would always take the head of

the table when he was there, you see; he'd bring up some
subject and ask for opinions all the way around, in a rather
pompous way. James, in some ways, was a figure of fun.
Francis Taylor was not. Francis Taylor was himself witty
and brilliant, but James had his own great advantage too,
though.

Of all the directors I've known, he was the one who

was most concerned and most knowledgeable about the Museum
as-a whole. He knew every nook and cranny.

Every little

broom closet was known to James Rorimer and what was going
on in it. He went through life with blinkers; that was the
only thing he really cared about, the Metropolitan Museum.
He was absolutely dedicated.

Of course, the Cloisters,

where he had been for so long, was his creation.

It came

first with him, but when he came down here to take over the
whole Museum, the whole Museum also arrived at this . . .

Standen - 1 - 26
the door were just counting them as they came in; I don't
think they were ever very accurate.

Well, of course, it was

partly the circumstances—1950?

Well, there were periods .

. . I don't think that's true.

I think we had just as much

going on during James. His nickname was Jimsy, and he hated
being called Jimsy1

called Jimsy."

SZ:

Who would call him that?

ES:

I remember doing it myself once or twice

SZ:

To his face?i

ES:

. . . and he'd say, "I don't like being

You see, he had been with us in Germany.

We

were all brothers after that experience in Germany.

SZ:

Well, in any event, in the early '50s,

when you started, the institution was much smaller and . . .

ES:

Much smaller, but there were things

going on all the time, certainly.

I mean, just look at the

things in this book , * = I was just glancing through it.
Yes, this is it: Plans for modernization, and then the
second-floor plan, look how tidy it is. Isn't that curious

Standen - 1 - 25
Well, you're going to interview his widow, I expect.

SZ:

Kay.

Kay. Yes. Well, I think it was the

Calvin Tomkins book that characterized Taylor's
administration in one way and Rorimer's . . .

ES:

Yes, but he just picked that . . . That

was not a very good book.

SZ:

I guess I just want your reaction to

that, because my impression was that what he was saying was,
well, maybe this is true of the ebb and flow of any
institution: that during Taylor's time things were very
lively, there was a lot of intellectual excitement, whereas
during Rorimer's time things were very serious and quiet.
Then, of course, Hoving came . . .

ES:

Oh, yes, but Hoving was idiotic, of

SZ:

Well, we'll get there.

ES:

None of this is going to become public

course.

in any way.

Not yet.

I wouldn't say so. James Rorimer was extremely

interested in attendance figures, which according to him
were simply gigantic at that time. Of course, the men at
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and interesting?

Because it's quite different.

What I miss

are those lovely magnolias they had here.

SZ:

Yes, on the front. The Fifth Avenue

ES:

Yes, on the front, before they changed

front.

the steps. They were much steeper, and then the cars came
in here.

That's up above, of course, where they've got

Greek and Roman.
ground floor.

Is this the ground floor?

There you are.

Yes, that's the

There's the entrance with the

very steep stairs, and here's this entrance, which is where
I came in all the time. My office was down here, a very
nice one looking out on what was then a parking lot.
Textiles, you see, right there. A lovely room, and the
Costume Institute, I think, only uses it for storage.

It's

stupid because . . . Well, now, of course, we've got the
Temple of Dendur in there. Then, there was light there and
light there, large windows, large tables, big ones like
this, where people could come in and study the textiles,
because we did a lot with the general public.

And, the

professional people would come in and say, "I want a design
that goes around the corner."

"I want provincial French."

This sort of thing, and I would pull textile samples out,
they'd sit down at the tables with a good light and make
their drawings, or whatever they wanted to do with them.
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They didn't photograph them in those days.

But, it was a

very different, very much smaller place, as you can see.

SZ:
been established.

Yes, I see that the junior museum had
It was right after the war, I think, that

that was . . .

ES:

Yes, and that was lovely in those days.

Oh, how it's been wrecked now!

I suppose it's inevitable,

but that long place where there's absolutely nothing, where
the children come in and just sit on the side there, and
where they have places to put their coats, that was a
gallery.

Janet Byrne put on absolutely brilliant, small

exhibitions there for these children.
them perfectly well.

I remember some of

There was one, for instance, concerned

with dating things, and to illustrate that, she got little
models of automobiles and showed how the ones made in 1910,
1920 and 1930 differed, and that was how you dated works of
art.

Brilliant. And another one where she did a case

where, what would happen if you dug down under City Hall?
Down at the bottom there would be the Indian arrowheads.
You got a little further and you'd get Dutchmen's pipes, you
see, then 18th century things, and then up at the top there
would be a little Coca Cola bottle or something like that.
It was lovely.

I loved the junior museum, I always used to

go look at their . . . and they had changing exhibitions
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there.

Now the whole thing is quite different.

It's gotten

so much larger in scale that they can't do that sort of
thing anymore.

SZ:

But, there was a very visible commitment

ES:

Oh, very much so.

to education.

Indeed, indeed. Yes,

again I remember . . . I think again it was Janet Byrne, or
somebody who was taking a class of blind people and asked
the curators to produce something.

So, I produced a piece

of velvet, or maybe a raised embroidery or something of no
great importance.

She did a beautiful job.

Then there were

little bronzes and what not. The thing is so big now, and
I've been out of it now, you see, for . . . How long have I
been retired?
goes on now.

Over twenty years.

So, I don't know what

I'm sure they're just as active and just as

effective, probably more so. But, the way I remember it,
there was more interconnection between the different
departments than I think there is now.

Don't quote me on

anything . . . I don't want to go on record as suggesting
that things were better forty years ago.

SZ:
saying.

But they were different, is what you're
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ES:

They were different, and the difference

is largely a question of scale.

SZ:

And with the smaller scale it was easier

to have that kind of interchange.

ES:

Well, like the directors' lunchroom I

was telling you about. That would be impossible now, and
when I go up to the new restaurant there, I may see a
colleague or two, but there's no way to get together on it.
I think everybody enjoyed it.

Somebody like Bob Hale. He

was an artist himself, and taught down at that big place on
57th Street.

SZ:

The Art Students League.

ES:

The Art Students League.

While sitting

at table he'd start talking about something, and quickly
then, he'd start drawing on the table napkins to illustrate
what he was doing.

I kept some of those table napkins,

because they were brilliant little drawings.

Then, he would

bring in his latest acquisitions and put them up in this
dining room, you see, because they were modern art and
everybody hated them. We had a lovely time.

I was very

fond of Bob Hale, and I understand he was a brilliant
teacher.

He got great writeups when he died.
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SZ:

You just said something, about which I

was going to ask you later but I'll ask you now.

You said

"modern art, so, of course, everybody hated it."

I guess

this Museum had a reputation for not really . . .

ES:

Yes. The curators were not sympathetic

to modern art, and Bob Hale was, for his time.
artist himself.

He was an

I don't now remember what they were, but

they were quite spectacular, or seemed spectacular in the
'50s—I'm talking about the '50s—and they often had . . .
Into this dining room the objects would come.

Jack Phillips

was very interested in . . . Again, we had none of what was
later called primitive art—we're not allowed to call it
that anymore—but Jack was very much interested in it, and
he bought . . . I don't know quite how he managed it,
considering his money, of course, was only for European art.
But, he managed to buy an African, Benin, I guess, a bronze
cock and it was put on a little table in this directors'
lunchroom, with an egg under it. Very funny.
TAPE 1, SIDE 2
SZ:

I assume that the trustees didn't care

about modern art, either...

ES:

No, I don't think so.

There again, I

don't know, but Bob Hale, as I say, was a delightful person.
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I'm sure he was able to get them 'round to his point of view
of what he wanted to buy.

I don't now remember . . . Well,

the artists of the '50s . . . I suppose they were the

SZ:

, ,.

Well, the abstract expressionists, the

the New York School . . . It's been said to me that no, it
was really because New York already had the Museum of Modern
Art, so "we didn't feel it was necessary to . . . "

ES:

I don't think so.

Of course, at one

point—you've probably heard this—there was a story about
how we were going to amalgamate.

SZ:

That was in the late '40s and early

ES:

Yes, that's right.

'50s.

I remember it being

talked about and it seemed a sensible idea; that things
would move up here as they became, as it were, old enough.
But, nothing came of it. Again, I don't know anything about
that.

SZ:

Okay. Well, tell me what your specific

responsibilities were . . .

ES:

. . . in the Textile Study Room.

Yes,
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well, the department was organized very much the way it is
now.

See, there you have the curator in charge, and then

the associates and assistants all under him, covering all
very much the same things. Preston Remington was
particularly interested in the French 18th century, but he
died very soon after I came here. Jack Phillips took over,
and Jack was always Italian.

He had an Italian wife and it

was he who brought our present curator, or chairman, Olga
Raggio, in.

She came to work, I think, in the catalogue

department, but he very soon realized how good she was and
took her in. The Textile Study Room included textiles from
all over the Museum, but what I had was curatorial care of
the European ones, after the Middle Ages, because the
medieval ones, of course, belonged to the Medieval
[department]—they still do—so I had curatorial care of the
Renaissance and later . . . Yes, because we didn't then have
a 19th century department.

It came down to the present day,

and I was able to get some 2 0th century textiles while I was
working there.

I had curatorial control—responsibility—

for those European textiles, but I had custodial
responsibility for all the others, because they were stored
in the Textile Study Room.

By and large, the other curators

were perfectly willing to let the students and scholars look
at them, except for the Near East, which was Dr, [Maurice]
Dimand, and Dr. Dimand . . . You may have run into his
reputation—he was a tyrant—and he said, "Absolutely not."
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Nobody was to look at a Near Eastern textile without his
permission.

Well, that was that,

SZ:

He was tough, eh?

ES:

He was very firm about it.

He wanted to

have it all to himself. He had a nice person, Hannah
McAllister, absolutely under his thumb.

She did the

textiles under him, but she couldn't get permission for
anybody to look at them without him.

Then there was poor,

dear Flossie Day, Florence Day, who fought with him madly,
poor dear.

Poor Florence, she had a terrible time.

they're all dead.

Now

Yes. And Flossie.

SZ:

So, did you enjoy what you were doing?

ES:

Oh, yes, I had a lovely time.

You see,

the collection was and is so extensive that I stayed late
almost every night, because I went all through it, the whole
thing.

Box after box after box, with the catalogue cards,

and tried to teach myself.
helpful.

Then, Jack Phillips was very

He had started in the textile department, and was

very kind.

A nice man, Jack was. So, I learned the

collection here, and that's how I learned about textiles.
No question.
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SZ:

I assume you were glad to be here at

this institution also.

ES:

Oh, yes, sure. A lovely place to be.

SZ:

Well, going back to this, it made me

think of something else. The plans for the renovation.

How

bad was it, in your opinion,, at that time?

ES:

How do you mean?

SZ:

Well, the plant.

I understand it was

ES:

Good heavens no!

It was a perfectly

very rundown.

good, working museum.

As I say, we had what were then

thought of as very large crowds, and that meant a great deal
to James Rorimer.

They didn't compare to the Grand Central

Station business that we have now, particularly on weekends,
where you can hardly move in the front hall.

But, it was

well attended, and I wouldn't say that we were rundown.
Good Lord, no!

SZ:

It's so interesting to have different

points of view, you know?
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ES:

Sure.

Yes. Well, you talk to the

people who were there then. As I say, there are still
several.

Dietrich claims he came in before I did.

checked on this, you see. This is 1949 and 1950.

Now, I
In 1949

I'm not in, and neither is he! Then, here we both are.

SZ:

So maybe it's just a question of a few

ES:

I think so. Maybe.

months.

I don't remember

for sure. Of course, he was much younger, is much younger
than I am.

SZ:

And you had very little contact with the

trustees at that point?

ES:

Very little. The only trustee I ever

knew at all well was Mrs. Whitehouse, who had a wonderful
tapestry.

I wish she had bequeathed it to us, but it was

sold after her death.

Who else?

There was another trustee

who was interested in . . . I don't remember too well.

None

of these trustees ring any bell with me at all; they're just
important people.
always.

But Roland Redmond, he was very polite

I liked Roland Redmond.

was on the staff.

Of course, Dudley Easby

He was the enthusiast for primitive art,

the early American, southern American, central American and
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all that. A great enthusiast, and I imagine it's due to
him, in large part, that they do now have this—what do we
call that department now? [Arts of Africa, Oceania and the
Americas.]

SZ:

Well, it was just renamed.

ES:

Yes, they're always changing its name.

As I say, primitive art . . .

SZ:

Well, he, in fact, I think, put together

the centennial show.

ES:

Didn't he have something to do . . . ?

His job was the secretary, but his

enthusiasm, the thing that he knew about, were these
primitive cultures that, otherwise, were not in the Museum
at all.

SZ:

I think I'm going to stop for today.

want to xerox this, and then I will have a plan for next
time, okay?

ES:

Yes, exactly, because I can tell you

something about almost all of these * , . [Tape
Interruption]

Well, anyway, down there, near the Textile

Study Room, there was a nice little gallery, outside, with

I
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very tall wall cases that had been made originally for the
Egyptian department.

This was down by where the Costume

Institute is now, looking out on what was then the parking
lot, what is now the Temple of Dendur.
open them, but they were wonderful.

They took two men to

They were high, wall

cases, so I could put up ecclesiastical vestments or
anything I liked.

Those were mine, and it was lovely.

And,

we had a rule: Anything you wrote about in the Bulletin—
and the Bulletin in those days was a much more useful thing
than it is now—anything you wrote about had to be on
exhibition; so, there it was, it went right on exhibition.
It was lovely. Then, sometimes Polaire Weissman would let
me use some of her galleries for my bigger shows, and I had
some lovely ones.

SZ:

So, I see here . . . Well, "The Grandeur

of Lace" is mentioned . . .

ES:

The first one, which was silk, was

financed by Lyon, the silk industry there, and they gave us
two gorgeous dresses.

There was, of course, another thing.

I didn't mention . . . Francis Taylor, of course,
interviewed me for this job, and he said what really
mattered was that I should be on good terms with Polaire
Weissman—which I immediately was, because I liked her very
much.

I didn't know anything about costumes and I didn't
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care anything about costumes, but the Museum still kept its
costumes, and there was always a little difficulty in
knowing what belonged to which, etc.

Because Lyon then gave

the dresses to us and not to her, not to the Costume
Institute.
1950.

However, we put on a beautiful silk show, in

Well, Jack Phillips really was more in charge of it

than I was, but I did do all the dirty work with it, and
wrote the first article on it, whereupon all the other
people concerned with silk—that is to say, Paula Simmons
for the Chinese ones and Hannah McAllister for the Near
Eastern ones—insisted on having their articles too, so we
had three articles on the silk show.

Which was very

handsome, I will say; we did a beautiful job on that.

SZ:

Was there some expectation that you

would do an exhibition every so often?

ES:
curator to say.

No, I don't think so.

It was for the

I was supposed to fill these cases outside

my office, and put the changes there.
something we'd acquired new.

But, that was usually

But, the bigger shows, no,

that was not in my . . . See, there was only one curator in
the department . . .

SZ:

That's what you said before, yes.
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ES:

So, it was up to him to say what he

wanted done, and by the different people under him, with
their own material.

Yes, okay.

Well, you can be thinking

about what you want [for next time].
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SZ:

I want to go back to a couple of things.

We talked a little bit about Taylor, and I had tried to
characterize what I thought was the picture that Calvin
Tomkins gave in the book.

First of all, you told me you

didn't think much of the book . . .

ES:

None of the curators did.

I think every

curator found something they knew was wrong in that book,
that they disagreed with.

SZ:

I assume he came and did some

ES:

Of course he did, but it shows that this

interviews.

book should be written . . . You're not writing a book, are
you.

SZ:

I'm not writing a book at all, no.
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ES:

I understand that it's Morry Heckscher,

who's the main author . . . am I right?
matter.

Well, it doesn't

Anyway, I don't think an outsider can obtain the

right kind of information or enough detail to write a
history of the Museum.

Calvin Tomkins is a nice man, very

able, undoubtedly, and a good writer.

He made a lively

book, but it had its inaccuracies.

SZ:

Well, which one would expect.

ES: Yes.

SZ:

But, there were a few things he did say

about Taylor, and I remember your description of him, but he
also included things such as "biting wit, sudden rages,
unpredictability

..."

ES:

Yes, certainly.

I think he [Taylor] was

easily the most amusing and witty director that I've known.
But, I was not in a position to know anything about rages or

SZ:

There was nothing you saw or felt .

ES:

I was much too remote at that time.

There again, Carmen Gomez-Moreno might very well have a
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different aspect.

SZ:

Right.

I got from the Bulletin:

Okay.

Well, other things that

Actually, one of his great

contributions was opening the Museum up, instituting a lot
of international loan shows, and loans.

Things like that.

I don't know if that affected you, in your department,
particularly, but . . .

ES:

No. But, I think he did, certainly.

I

came in, see, at the very end of his activity in the Museum.

SZ:

There are a number of things we can do,

but I just wanted to ask you about a couple of events that
happened, and see if they had any meaning for you.

One was

the 1953 strike—I guess the guards went on strike—and that
was apparently a difficult time for people.

ES:

Because they were all friends.

small museum in those days, as we've said before.

It was a
I knew

all these guards, they were always very friendly and
welcoming, and it was very sad.
coffee.

The director did send out

That's probably written in some of the accounts—

that he sent out coffee to them. We were all very unhappy
about that. We've had two strikes haven't we?
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SZ:

I don't know, but this was the first

time this had happened.

ES:

I think we had another one in my day.

I

know one of their banners took credit for having worked
overtime when there was a flood up in the paintings gallery,
and I think we thought that was a little exaggerated; that
they hadn't really done so much.

But, it was beyond the

call of duty for them, of course.

SZ:

I would assume that at that time the

institution was small enough that that could be . . .

ES:
yes indeed.

This was a personal thing, very much so,

I don't know of any curatorial staff who

refused to cross the picket line.

I don't think they

expected us to stay away because of the picket line, where
you might in a commercial institution, during a strike.
don't think people took that as a possibility.
very unfortunate.

I

It was all

There was the time when the modern

artists protested one of the shows; they picketed.

Who was

the man in charge of modern art?

Henry Geldzahler, who

thought he was such a character.

I never really thought he

was very amusing.

He was a character, but not as good as

some of the others. So, the artists picketed the Museum,
saying he was very unfair and didn't recognize art when he
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saw it, which was great fun.

SZ:

Well, that was a very political time in

ES:

Oh my word, yes, of course.

society . . .

understandable.

It was

I would like to know whether some of the

artists who are now considered the top of that period were
in that picket line or not.

I don't know.

Henry could

probably tell you.

SZ:

I don't think that kind of picketing was

reserved just for this Museum, I think there was a feeling
that museums in general were . . .

ES:

. . . were unsympathetic to the rising

modern artists. Maybe not.

SZ:

But that wasn't your field anyway . . .

So, Taylor's retirement. Anything about that . . . ?

ES:

Well, I mentioned the way so many simple

people, like guards, etc., were distressed by it, because he
had been so very good with people, with personnel on that
level.

Now, how he was with curators I wouldn't know, but

certainly he was very much loved throughout the Museum, so
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his death came as quite a shock.

People were sorry when he

left, then to die so soon after was a great shame.

SZ:

And his replacement by Rorimer. I guess

Joe Noble took over some of those responsibilities too, they
kind of split things a bit . . .

ES:

That's not within my expertise.

I liked

Joe Noble very much, a very competent man and very friendly,
very nice. I liked him.

Not an art historian, of course,

but he had some very good ideas. One of his ideas, for
instance, concerned the two pieces of that enormous column
at the entrance to the restaurant.

They had put just the

capital on the base like this, and it always looked idiotic.
He got the idea of raising it a foot or two, capital and the
base, so you could imagine the great column, and I think it
was an enormous improvement.

I understand that with Joe

Noble—I never heard him speak of it at the time—that it
was his idea.

SZ:

I'm just going to go through my list.

The purchase of Aristotle?

ES:
in on in any way.

No?

As I say, that wasn't a thing I would be
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time Tutenkamen came, the lesson had been learned.

SZ:

Do you have any feeling about these big,

blockbuster exhibitions coming here, and how they changed
the . . . ?

ES:

When they're just "The Treasures of," I

don't care for them.

I think the kind of exhibition that

is, well, the most interesting to me, and the most
profitable, is the one from which you can actually learn
something.

The one-man shows. When you have a great show

of Titian or any great painter, then you really do learn
something.

Or the period shows can be good.

But "The

Treasures of," I think, are really very silly.

SZ:

For instance . . . What?

"The Treasures

of the Vatican?"

ES:

Yes.

"The Vatican."

There are glorious

things in it, of course, but the Vatican insisted on putting
in some of their modern stuff, or no, their ethnological
things, I think, that have been given to them, that meant
absolutely nothing.

Now, "The Treasures of Dresden" was

something else. Of course, in those days, it was very
difficult to get Dresden, being in a Communist country you
didn't often get to. But, it was partly that Olga Raggio

Standen
SZ:

The visit of the Mona Lisa.

ES:

Oh, that was awfully funny.

- 2 - 1

Oh, really.

It was bitterly cold, you know, and that line stretched all
the way down to 79th Street, and there were all these
miserable, shivering people. And you've heard the story
about the boy with the little dog?

There was this little

boy with his coat tied tightly around him, like this.

The

story was that as he reached the picture, he opened the coat
and there was his little dog, also having to look at the
picture.

That may well be true, that was the story that

went around. After all, there were guards alongside the
picture the whole time, so there was somebody watching the
people as well as watching the picture.

But, it was an eye-

opener, that so many people would want to come and see a
masterpiece.

It certainly must have led the way to the

various ways they have now of managing crowds and making
sure they don't have to stand in line for hours and hours.
But, Tutenkamen did it, too.

I think they were still

standing . . . I don't remember. Did they stand in line, or
did they get their tickets in advance?

SZ:

They had to buy tickets in advance, as I

ES:

I think that was it.

remember.

I think by the
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did such a marvelous job of showing the Grüne Gewölbe.

She

reconstructed that in a superb way, so that made a
delightful show. Well, this last one we had, "The Treasures
of Lille," I thought absolutely nothing of.

SZ: Well, that was because that museum was
closed, as I recall.

ES:
pictures around.

The museum was closed, so they sent the

On the other hand, right after the war,

the French sent their great tapestry show here because their
things were closed up. That was a superb show.

Now, that's

what I mean: a one-man show of an artist or a show of
tapestries or glass or some kind of ceramics and all of
that.

Then you can really learn something, and you

appreciate more, when you see works of art from a given
period or artist, you then know what to look for when you go
to other museums; you understand what the man was capable
of, what craftsmen could do in a special field.
they vary a great deal, blockbuster shows.

No, I think

Some are really

wonderful and some . . . Well, your "Lucian Freud" show
probably tells you all you want to know about Freud.

SZ:
though.

Well, this brings to mind something,

What's your basic feeling about extensive wall

labeling?
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ES:

When I've written labels—and I've done

a certain amount of it in my time—I've always thought to
myself, "What can I say that will make the person look at
the object?" I disagree very much with the ones that say it
shows a moment in this person's career or that they were
influenced by so-and-so. But, if it says there is some
interesting thing in the picture—that he's using a
particular kind of brush stroke, or something on the
iconography, which may not be important artistically but at
least makes them look if you say, "The Virgin is carrying
this,"... Now, the best label copies that were ever made in
this Museum were by Hyatt Mayor, the print man, who, of
course, was an absolute master of all the different . . . He
was a superb speaker, he wrote extremely well, and he was a
delightful person in every way.

He had apparently been

trained as an actor. He was very amusing, too.

Do you want

to hear a story about . . .

SZ:

Yes, indeed. Yes.

ES:

We then had an employees' association.

I forget what the name was, some sort of guild, for the
curatorial staff.

SZ:

But not a union.
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ES:

No, it was definitely not a union,

because in some ways . . . As I say, it was an association.
Anyway, Hyatt was the treasurer of it at one time. He came
in, he was carrying a small easel. He put on the easel a
very large piece of cardboard with figures written on it,
and said, "This is the annual treasurer's report.

It's

upside down, but I think it looks better that way."
wonderful.

He was

He was introducing, oh, I forget who it was,

some extremely well-known person.
laureate or something.

It might have been a poet

So, he got up and said, "Mr. So-and-

So needs no introduction," and he sat down.

No, Hyatt was,

I think, the star person in my career at the museum, in
terms of admiration and affection. His labels, if they have
copies of them up in the print department . . . and, of
course, in those days, it was Drawings and Prints, because
they were joined.

They'd be very well worth . , . His book

on European printmaking in general. You wouldn't think there
would be anything new to be said about Rembrandt or about
Durer, but Hyatt found it.
wonderful book.

It's a wonderful book, a

He'd been trained, I believe, as an actor

as a young man, and that would account, of course, for his
superb delivery of lectures. His activities when on a
platform, how he behaved, was so well done.

He was a grand

man.

SZ: But, the impression I'm getting is that
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there is really no institutional philosophy about wall
labels, or what role they should play; it's specific to the
curator who's putting the show up?

ES:

I wouldn't answer for it today, because

I understand the editorial department is now paying much
more attention.

I did have one battle over them myself. It

was connected with my lace exhibition, when I put up large
quotations.

I had quite a lot of general labels, including

a number of quotations, and editorial got a hold of them and
started chopping them up and making shorter sentences.

I

protested, and my curator, who was then Jack Phillips,
supported me and we managed to beat them down.

But, I

believe now they're trying to make it more uniform
throughout.
left.

But, I don't know.

It's twenty years since I

When I was working, there was very much a

departmental responsibility, and editorial was supposed to
criticize them from the point of view of English and
clarity.

But, what I wanted they felt was too sophisticated

a view; they didn't think anybody wanted a sentence with
more than one clause, things like that.

So, I do remember

having at least one battle with them.

SZ:

Well, it just makes one think.

I think

Tomkins—I don't know if it's a direct quote or not—but he
at least was paraphrasing something Taylor was supposed to
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have said about how, "I brought the public into this Museum,
but they still don't really look at anything.

They look at

things, they walk by one thing after another, and
What did he say?

..."

If there was a fire extinguisher there,

they would look at that too.

ES:

Oh, sure.

SZ:

I know there are different philosophies.

At the Modern, for instance, there's the idea that you don't
. . . Well, at least some of the curators have felt that you
label as little as possible, other than identifying
information, and you allow . . .

ES:

Then, of course, against that, there are

other places where they're very surprised if you don't want
the "walky-talky" as you go through.

I saw that in England,

down at Queen's House at Greenwich, where they actually
wrecked the place by the way they fixed it up, with junky
copies and things like that, and consider that all you want
to do is listen to somebody talking, not looking.
thing in a museum, after all, is to look.

The main

It's supposed to

give pleasure to the eye. That, as I say, would be my idea
of what the label is—to help you look.

SZ:

I'm going to go through my events, and
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then we'll go to people. And then we're going to look at the
backs of a number of the annual reports, which I xeroxed,
and I want to talk about some of the exhibitions you did.
Rorimer's death, and the eventual replacement of Rorimer
with Tom Hoving.

It obviously changed the . . .

ES:
the crown prince.

Well, Tom Hoving, of course, had been
It was perfectly clear that Rorimer was

grooming him to take his place, eventually.

Rorimer did, of

course, die rather too young, but not so very much so
because I remember when I decided I wanted to stop doing the
active work in the department. The Textile Study Room was
to move into what were to be temporary quarters, up a flight
of stairs, very cramped, very uncomfortable in every way.
So, I went to Jim Rorimer and said, "I retire in 1970."

In

those days they threw you out, you see, at sixty-f i ve, and
he said, "Don't we all?"

So, I said, "I think it's foolish

for me to stay on"—this was a couple of years before—"to
stay on and do this move, because the person who's going to
be taking over in these temporary quarters is the one who
should be planning for the permanent installation of the
Textile Study Room.

He completely agreed with me, and we

had a candidate right there to take over, Jean Mailey, and
she did.

Then James said, "What would you like to do?"

I

said, "I'd like to write the catalogue of the later
tapestries.

I said "later ones" very carefully, because I
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knew that he wanted to do the Medieval ones.

So, he agreed

with that completely, and he asked me to stay on just while
the material was being transferred from our beautiful
quarters, down there where the Costume Institute is now,
into the horrid little, upstairs, temporary quarters, just
for a year or two.

They only moved them a year or so ago;

they were there for twenty years! And Jean did a wonderful
job of keeping them up, keeping them active and helping
people and all that.

She was grand; I was glad to be able

to move out, and go to my little hole in the library, my
carrel.

SZ:

So, you've actually been there since

before your retirement.

ES:
was.

Yes, I don't remember just how the move

I do remember helping with the move, which was an

awful business, cramming into a tiny little space, and
helping Jean; she had been working with the Oriental
textiles, which she really cared more about, but she was
very knowledgeable about the European ones too, so I was
able to help her out in, say, the first year or so. Then I
moved down into the library, perhaps the year before I
retired.
ago.

I don't remember exactly, it was now a long time
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SZ:

And Rorimer, as a director and

administrator for the staff?

ES:

Well, he was amazing in one way.

Rorimer, I felt, lived for the Metropolitan Museum.

Of

course, primarily, of course, he had been at the Cloisters,
and I'm sure when he worked for the Cloisters, it was the
same thing.

He went through life with kind of "blinkers" on

on either side. He saw nothing but the Museum.

He knew

every broom closet in the whole place; his knowledge of the
physical layout of the Museum was extraordinary.

He was an

amazing man that way. His whole life was the Metropolitan
Museum, no question. Are you going to talk to Kay, his
widow?

SZ:

I hope so, yes.

ES:

Well, it would be nice.

She's a very

good and knowledgeable person, and, of course, devoted to
him.

with him.

SZ:

Well, how was he with curators?

ES:

That I'm not prepared to say.

I got on

Well, I had known him.—s I say, we were almost

the same age—I had met him at the Fogg, and I had seen him
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since.

Then in Germany we were quite close, of course.

wouldn't have any idea how he was as a director.

I

I was

friendly with him, liked him a lot.

SZ:

I have all these other things—the

acquisition of the Temple of Dendur, the "Harlem on My Mind"
exhibition . . .

ES:

That was awful. Well, it wasn't the

most horrible thing we ever had.

The most horrible thing we

ever had was something that was put on by Time-Life—lifesize photographs of works of art—that was put all around
the central hall balconies, and it was sort of closed in.
Some were half size or even smaller—there was the Sist ine
Chapel, at one point—and they were so proud of having
turned a profit, or getting a profit from these exact
reproductions, tremendously blown up.

You walked way

'round, and the thing was so awful that you came out shaking
and shivering with horror.
picture.

It ruined every possible

On the other hand, the party they gave for the

staff for the opening, I've never had such a gorgeous party
in all my life. The food and drink were just unbelievable.
Oh, dear.

But, that was the most awful thing I ever saw in

the Museum.

Well, then, there was the birthday cake.

You've heard about the birthday cake.
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SZ:

That was the centennial.

Well, tell me

about the birthday cake.

ES:

It was awfully funny.

It was a ghastly

thing, right in the middle of the front hall, you know.

And

there was this Venus • Now nobody pays much attention to
that Venus, but when it came in—it was before my time, but
still—it was looked on as one of the great treasures.

So,

we were in the middle of this birthday cake when this
eyesore or whatever it was reproduced on top of the cake.
It was funny. The minute Tom Hoving saw it he said, "This
won't do." This is what I was told.
the public were let in.

pity.

It disappeared before

It was very funny.

SZ:

But, "Harlem on My Mind" . . .

ES:

Well, "Harlem on My Mind," it was a

I mean, it had nothing whatever to do with—this is,

after all, the Metropolitan Museum of Art—it had very
little to do with art. Then there was the scandal about the
woman who cribbed her written contribution to it, etc.
of that was a great pity, I thought.

I mean, I don't know,

maybe it helped a lot of young Negro artists.

SZ:

All

I don't know.

But, just from the point of view . . .
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ES:

Just from the point of view of the

humble associate curator, it didn't seem very important.

SZ:

And the whole centennial celebration,

with the five exhibitions. How did you . . . ?

ES:

Oh, they were fun, but you know, an

idiotic thing happened.

One of the things we did was to

exchange pictures with Boston.

They sent us 100

masterpieces, we sent them 100 masterpieces, because they
were also celebrating theirs. I wrote the text for our
book, for the paintings department.

See, having been

educated at Oxford, where you wrote a weekly essay, I can
sit down and write anytime.

So, they were apt to hand these

writing jobs over to me. I did a lot of those little
pamphlety things that we got out with small photographs, I
wrote a great many of them.
a dozen.
pictures.

Well, not a great many but half

So, I was asked to write one for the hundred
I had nothing to do with choosing the hundred

pictures, but I wrote bits about them, and then Margaretta
Salinger went over them.
word "numinous."

SZ:
. . .?

She wouldn't allow me to use the

You know what that means.

And she wouldn't let you use it because
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ES:

She said nobody would understand it.

It's actually a beautiful word, after all. The presence of
the divine, you know, if the thing is numinous, it includes
a certain quality of divinity.
detail.

Well, anyway, that's a tiny

The thing that does amuse me is that of these

hundred masterpieces, at least two were later sold by Tom
Hoving.

SZ:

And let me guess which ones they were.

ES:

Well, I actually only remember one.

I

think there were two, but the only one I can remember . . .
You can guess . . . It was the Rousseau.

SZ:

Yes, I'm thinking of the Rousseau.

The

two that there was such a hubbub about were a Rousseau and a
Van Gogh.

They were . . .

ES:

Yes. I don't remember whether the Van

Gogh was in the hundred masterpieces, but the Rousseau
definitely was. It seemed awfully queer that one year it's
a masterpiece and the next year it's unneeded.

SZ:

But, other than that, during the

centennial, they were five very different kinds of
exhibitions that, I guess, in some ways tried to incorporate

Standen - 2 - 21
a lot of what the institution . . .

ES:
memories of them.
after all.

Yes, yes.

I don't have any very clear

We had a lot of exhibitions, right along,

It's not true that when I came in, back in the

'50s, the place was not full of interesting new things.
was.

It

You just have to look at the annual Bulletins to see

how much went on, and how many good things came in.

There

was one splendid rule . . . The Bulletin in those days, to
my mind, was a much more useful publication than it is now,
because it did have all these, or so many of these, recent
acquisitions, or new ideas about old acquisitions, and I
think it was much more interesting than the general ones
they do now, but I suppose the public likes these.

Now,

what was I going to say . . .Oh, yes. One lovely rule. If
an object was discussed in a Bulletin article, it had to be
on exhibition.

So, that was lovely, I was delighted if I

was asked to write an article because it meant those things
had to go on exhibition.

Every department will tell you

that; that they would love to put more on exhibition than
they have room for.

SZ:

Do you think that's true today, even

ES:

Oh, absolutely.

now?
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SZ:

So, it will always be true.

ES:

The Bulletin, as I say, you had this

grand rule, and it was a pleasure to write for it.

SZ:

And that came by invitation, or could

ES:

Oh, you might initiate it.

you . . . ?

In my field,

I would ask my curator, of course—which for most of my time
was Jack Phillips—and sometimes I would say I don't want
to.

He asked me to write up some Peruvian textiles. In

those days, you see, there was no department that could take
in Peru, so Jack sometimes would . . . Well, I mentioned the
Benin bronze that he bought.
$1,000.

The curators in those days had

They could spend $1,000 without getting the

permission of the trustees, I imagine.
exactly, because I was never a curator.

I don't know
But, anyway, Jack

was very active in using his curatorial funds, and he asked
me to write up some Peruvian ones and I said, "I just do not
like Peruvian textiles," so he wrote them up himself. Yes,
generally, it would be a matter of getting together on it.
I know I wrote up the Russian ecclesiastical vestments we
had, at his request.

I didn't think they were interesting

enough myself to make an article, but he insisted.
Otherwise, as I say, I was delighted to. Yes, one big gift
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we had in my time, of enormous size, was samplers, 300 or so
samplers, and Jack was crazy to accept them, wanted to
accept them.

It was a bequest, that was it.

Because Jack

Phillips, when he came to the Museum as a young man, had
worked in the textile department, and one of the things he
had been involved with was samplers, so he'd been to see
this collection and was very keen to take the whole thing
over.

I went down to the house, which was somewhere down in

the Village, where a man and his wife . . . He had dealt in
old books and she had collected samplers.

They went to

Europe every year and came back, and all over this house
were samplers—in the bathroom, sticking in the closets,
beautiful cabinets—we got the cabinets as well, and shelf
after shelf after shelf of samplers.
that Jack was very keen to have.

So, that was something

I put a lot of them on

exhibition, I know, and wrote a Bulletin article.
how it went.

That's

If there was an important gift, I would write

an article and put them on exhibition.

SZ:

Very nice, too.

What were some of the other really

memorable gifts or acquisitions that came in during your
time?

ES:

My period?

Well, the big Spanish

carpet, given to us by Mrs. Hearst.

I went down to that

great house she lived in on Long Island.

You would go to
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these houses.
companion.

She had her lawyer with her and, of course, a

She was, I suppose, a very unhappy lady, as

Hearst had paid no attention to her in years.
It was a very handsome one.

That was fun.

Oh, yes, then there was a

tapestry on exhibition now, the Gobelin tapestry.

I got a

call from this man who said he wanted to give it in memory
of his wife, who had just died.
Park.

He lived out in Tuxedo

That I had never seen, so it was great fun to go out

and see Tuxedo Park.

He drove me around a bit:

"Yes, there

used to be a big ballroom here, but so and so took that one
over."

Incredible, just an ordinary place.

nice tapestry.

It's a very

I was delighted I was able to accept it.

I

went on my own. I was very apt to go with the curator, with
Jack Phillips, and we'd look at things together.
wonderful.

Jack was

He was very, very quiet, he didn't say very

much, but the owner would be hanging on every word.

I was

much too inclined to babble, and you had to be very careful
because you couldn't accept . . .

SZ:

If you didn't want something.

ES:

Well, even if it was something we knew

we wanted, we couldn't just say, "We accept that," you had
to say, "I will recommend it to the trustees." The director
and the trustees have to decide on these things.
was good fun.

Then there was the lace lady.

So that

She owned a
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whole house on 79th Street, between Madison and Park.

Her

husband had died and she, I think, was having a very sad
time in her old age.

She loved to have me come in, talk

about her lace and give me tea. We'd start by looking at
all her laces.

She, again, had cabinets with her laces in,

and the top layer of laces was all pale grey with the dust
formed on it; down below they were in good condition,
beautiful laces, perfectly lovely.

Pretty soon she'd start

talking about how her children never came to see her and her
life was sad, sad, sad.

I don't know which building it was

then, there's certainly no individual houses there on 79th
Street, on that block, anymore.
other things do I remember?

It was fun.

You say what

The Needle and Bobbin Club,

too, I was involved with that, of course; it sort of went
with the job, and that was really very funny.

It had been

started way back, during the First World War, 1917 or so, by
a group of very rich New York ladies who collected lace.
They got in touch with my predecessor then, Miss Frances
Morris, in the Textile Study Room, who was a lace person.
She was involved in setting up this Needle & Bobbin Club,
which was to be about textiles in general, but was primarily
interested in lace. The amazing thing is that this club
still exists, it's extraordinary.

When I knew it, they were

not quite as rich as they had been, but there was still a
pretty good amount of money involved.
standing.

It had some social

I was in, you see, as the editor of their
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bulletin.

They published a bulletin right along.

I was

there as the editor of their bulletin,, and names would come
up for possible membership.
invitation by so-and-so:

Membership was only by

"Yes, wasn't her mother somebody

else?"

"I don't think so."

"Well, she's not quite what we

want."

It was too funny for words, it really was.

old New York, they're all dead now, of course.

That was

I gave them

up when I retired; that was one thing I was perfectly happy
not to be associated with, although I did rather enjoy
editing the bulletin.

The bulletin was quite serious, it

had some very good articles, serious articles on textiles
that probably could not have been published anywhere else.
That's quite good fun.

But, it was not anything I wanted to

keep up with.

SZ:

Were you able to bring in any gifts

through that association?

ES:

I'm sure that was part of . . .

Oh, yes, very much so.

Miss Morris—she

published a great, tremendous volume of important lace in
America collections, all of which are now in this Museum
because of her work with these very rich collectors; they
left their collections to us when they died.

The only one

who didn't was a man, who left his to the now Cooper-Hewitt,
the Cooper Institute Museum it was then, because, he said,
we didn't exhibit our lace. Very true, we didn't.

There

Standen
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are one or two pieces out now . . .

SZ:

I know, I saw them.

ES:

Very pretty, indeed, very pretty.

have a marvelous collection, simply beautiful.
the thing, you see, it could be seen.
Study Room.

We

And that was

Then we had a Textile

Anybody could come in and say, "I want to look

at 16th Century lace," and we'd bring it out.

SZ:

You could just make an appointment or

call from the desk or . . . ?

ES:

Actually, they could walk in.

not be possible, but usually it was.

It might

If we had a class

there or something it couldn't be done, but normally we
would do it.

That's something I don't think anybody can do

anymore now.

lace line.

SZ:

You have to just look at what's on view?

ES:

Which is practically nothing, in the

I don't know what Alice [Zrebiec] would do if

somebody really wanted to see important lace. As I say,
it's not my responsibility anymore, but it was very nice in
the old days.

Because it is beautiful.

Early lace is

Standen - 2 - 28
magnificent stuff.

When I retired I said I never wanted to

see a piece of Brussels rosepoint or a paisley shawl again
as long as I lived.

The good stuff are wonderful works of

art.

SZ:

What are some of the problems of

ES:

Well, they've come up, of course . . .

conservation?

Textiles just don't break, but they suffer appallingly from
light.

In some cases I know we did leave things on

exhibition too long. There again, conservation has become
so much more important in recent years.

In my day, the

conservation department was only Murray Pease and Kate
Lef f erts, I think.

Yes. The only two people.

Kate was a

very good woman; well, they were both first-rate people.

SZ:

But they really . . . It was

conservation for everything.

ES:
man.

No, the Arms and Armor had their own

There was an armorer, always. Murray Pease and Kate

Lefferts, of the Brooklyn Lefferts family.

Well, of course,

with textiles it's insects and light, and we had one or two
scares with insects. I remember rushing something up . . .
Our great donor, you know, was Judge Untermyer.

He said he
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didn't have the money for great paintings, so he wanted
great textiles. His house here on Fifth Avenue was filled
with English embroideries.

Well, the whole catalogue of the

textiles he gave us was done by Yvonne Hackenbroch.

Jack

Phillips always used to say he hoped he retired before the
Judge died, because he didn't want to have to cope with that
gift.

It was an enormous gift of all of the European

decorative arts.

There were a few Medieval things, of

course, but not very many.
yes.

What was I talking about?

Oh,

You know, the end of the year—I suppose it still

happens, I don't know—donors—their lawyers would tell
them, "You haven't given enough this year, you can afford to
give a little more and take it off your tax."

So, they

would rush into their closets and dump things on us. We had
a special provision for year-end gifts:

If the trustees had

already had their December meeting, the director could
accept them as year-end gifts and not wait for the trustees
to have a meeting in the following year, which wouldn't have
helped the donors at all. But, I think it was something the
Judge had dug out from some closet that turned out to have
some bugs in it. I rushed it up to conservation, then got a
telephone call that said, "All the bugs are dead!"

So that

was that.

SZ:

Well, it's so interesting, because now,

of course, everything is so specialized, conservation . . .
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ES:
now.
work.

Oh, conservation has got a great empire

My word, it's terrific.

I'm sure they do wonderful

It's really very different.

SZ:

So, textiles included tapestries?

ES:

Yes, for quite some time.

When I came

in Preston Remington was head of the department, but he died
almost immediately.

Then Jack took over, and he was

particularly fond of tapestries himself.

He didn't let me

have the tapestries for several years, but eventually he
did.

So, it now includes the tapestries, but after the

Middle Ages, you see, and only Europe.
overlapping things, which is difficult.

So, there are always
The Greek Islands

are difficult. We had the Greek Islands, but the Near East
had mainland Turkey, etc.

But, by and large, as I say, it's

the European countries, and includes after the Middle Ages—
in those days, down to the present day—because I was
involved in an exchange with the Germanic Museum in
Cambridge of some textiles, because we had a lot of Wiener
Werkstatte but we didn't have Bauhaus, and it was the other
way 'round for them.

So, we fixed up a very nice exchange—

I think it was a very nice exchange—to get some Bauhaus
textiles, and we sent some of our superfluous Wiener
Werkstatte from much the same period and not to my mind very
interesting textiles. The most interesting textiles from
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that period, of course, are the Art Nouveau, the French
ones.
TAPE 2, SIDE 2
ES:
Guimard.

It was Guimard who did that, Hector

Yes, well, he's dead, but Mme. Guimard came in to

give us some embroideries that he had designed, which won't
last very long because they're very poor quality . . .

SZ:

And there's nothing that can be done

ES:

I wouldn't think so.

about that?

were delighted to have them.

But, of course, we

She gave some to the Museum of

Modern Art and some to us, but she said that, of course, it
was not really Art Nouveau, it should be called "Le Style
Guimard."

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Gordon Craig, he wanted to

sell us things and that didn't work out.

On the other hand,

I remember going to see him, dressed in a toga and sandals.
He wanted to sell them to us, and the same way with the
widow of the sculptor, who sculpted people sitting around on
chairs.

What was his name?

I remember going up the Hudson

to see her, and being in her living room, surrounded by all
these people—sculptures—sitting on chairs. But, she did
have some quite nice textiles, which we did buy, for a
perfectly reasonable price and they were quite good.
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SZ:

People on chairs . . .

ES:

Yes, he comes up every now and then.

They're sort of queer.

SZ:

They just look like real people?

ES:

More or less.

They're not Mme.

Toussaint like, but more or less real, and all white.
colors.

No

He's a perfectly well known sculptor of the '50s,

or earlier perhaps, even the '40s, because it was his widow
that I met.

I can't think of his name. Anyway, the

prospective donors or sales people . . . We had some
dealers, of course, who used to come in all the time, very
nice, some of them . . The prospective donors.

I remember

getting into the Dakota, for instance, with a possible
donor.

The elevator there is extraordinary.

It's a sort of

gothic elevator, it's wonderful, and in those days the
Dakota was lived in by opera singers, retired opera singers
and people like that.

I believe the present tenantry is

quite different, but it was very European in those days.
The apartment I went to was probably that of a German
refugee, it was like stepping back into old Vienna, you
know, with massive curtains and embroideries and knickknacks and all of that, scattered around on little tables,
etc.

One of the amusing aspects of being in the curatorial
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field.

Well, it still is. Alice and I sometimes go and

look at tapestries.

SZ:

But, you mean getting around to other

kinds of places, I think is what you mean.

ES:
collections.

Yes. Seeing these people and their

The variety of life in New York . . .

SZ:

What about the big silk show you did?

ES:

Oh, yes. Very nice.

very, very much.

I enjoyed that

I had just come in, and Jack Phillips,

really, was the person who did the most on that.

In those

years, you see, the Costume Institute was still separate, as
it were.

It had come up into the Museum, with its

remarkable curator, Polaire Weissman, but it was looked upon
as a rather separate thing, still. I don't know how it
worked out exactly, but anyway, the dresses that were given
us by the silk manufacturers came to the Museum, not to the
Costume Institute. We did a very handsome show; that silk
show was all very good-looking.

That was, as it were, my

introduction to the display, and Jack was brilliant at it,
of course.

He had been here a long time, coming in as a

very young man. Then, I wrote the article on the European
silks, and then immediately the people who were concerned
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with the silks in the other departments wanted to write
articles too, so they did.

There were three articles.

SZ:

And then, "The Grandeur of Lace."

ES:

Yes, that I did, and that I was very

pleased with, particularly getting the pieces of armor. That
was amusing, too, because I got them to lend me a breast
plate of armor and put the lace over it, just as the man
might have had it. Then I went up to the print room,
looking for prints that would show people wearing lace of
that period and type, picked out the prints, and they all
turned out to be men.

SZ:

All men.

Well, I read the Bulletin article on it

and on lace in general, and how, as an art form, it really
now must be just about moribund.

ES:

Is that right?

Oh, yes. Well, I think what it is now,

it's done by some amateurs quite effectively.

I don't think

the professional lace is worth anybody's attention as a work
of art. Well, I'll tell you, I wrote the article in the
Encyclopedia, either Americana or Britannica, on lace, and I
put in that something about what I thought about the future
of lace; that it might be something that a very skilled
amateur would like to do, because it's a difficult craft to
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do well.

It's not economically possible to do it for money,

because it takes so long.

SZ:

You think that's the primary reason it's

fallen out of favor?

ES:

Oh, I think so, yes.

Yes. Well, of

course, and then the fact that certain forms of it can be
produced adequately by machine.

SZ:

That's curious, how that happens. Well,

shall we look at some lists of names?

ES:
appointments today.

Yes, okay.

I don't have any

Of course, the great bulk of the people

who were here when I came are dead.

But, there are still a

few . . .1 guess I can give you a few words about them.

SZ:

Well, you were starting to talk to me

about Alan Priest last time.

ES:

Yes, he was a character.

Bill Forsyth

is still alive, and a very nice man, lives down in Princeton
and is very, very good. All those Medieval people had
problems with James Rorimer. They're the people to talk to
to find out [about him]. . . I think he was very difficult.
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SZ: Who was difficult?

ES:

James Rorimer was difficult.

SZ:

You mean, it was hard for any of the

other medievalists . . .

ES:

It was harder for the other

medievalists, and Bill Forsyth was one of the sweetest
natured people, and he undoubtedly got on well with him,
whereas Carmen [Gomez-Moreno] I don't think did.

SZ:

Well, Hoving transcended that.

ES:

You mean got on worse with people?

Yes,

I believe so . . .

SZ:

No, that's not what I meant!

ES:

. . . but by that time I had retired.

SZ:

No, I meant he managed to get along with

ES:

Yes, well, he was, as it were, adopted

Rorimer.

by Rorimer.

Rorimer picked him up when Hoving was at the
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Institute, as a brilliant young man in his field, you see,
in the Medieval field.

He got him in and, as I say,

everybody thought he was the crown prince.
Flor ens Deuchler, that was awfully funny.
many anecdotes you want.

Oh, yes.
I don't know how

Deuchler came in from Switzerland

as the great European scholar, you see.

This was just after

I had retired and started working on my catalogue.

I told

James Rorimer that I was going to do the later tapestries,
in my department, and that was fine, he would do the earlier
ones.

Then he died, and people said to me, "Oh, no, you've

got to put the medieval ones in too, they're so important,
it will make a very important book," and I would say, "I'm
not a medievalist, I really ought not to do it at all." So,
I was delighted when Deuchler came, because Deuchler
announced he was going to write catalogues of everything in
the Medieval department. Of course, he didn't, and he
didn't ask for it at all. Oh, dear, oh, dear.

Well, let's

see . . . As I say, I can't help you much on directors and
trustees and that sort of thing . . - Yes, Dudley Easby.
You see, that was so amusing with Dudley Easby, because
there he was, he had a very important job as secretary, but
what he really cared about was Central and South America—
the Aztecs and all of that—so that's what he would always
talk about at lunch.

Ken Loughry, yes. Now, I don't know .

. . I wish I'd known Robert Moses. The trustees I didn't
know, and the administration, of course.

Yes, Taylor and
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Remington, Easby, Ken Loughry.

Al Gardiner.

He was very

interested in American history in New York and very good on
it.

He was married to Liz Gardiner, but then they got a

divorce.
Rousseau.

She was in the paintings department.

Ted

I'd known him in Germany, because Ted Rousseau,

Laine Faison and Jim Plaut were OSS—you know, "Oh, so
secret!" Anyway, Ted Rousseau was with them, and the one I
knew and liked best was Laine Faison, who later went up to
Williamstown.

But, Ted Rousseau, I had known him, as I say

. . . You see, in Germany, my organization was concerned
with the actual looted works of art; his organization, the
OSS, those three men, were concerned with the men who did
the looting.

They interviewed Goering and Goebbels, etc.

Ted Rousseau had been active with them.

I spent one

Christmas at their headquarters. They were living
wonderfully well.

Anyway, when I got here, Ted Rousseau

showed me, with great joy, his Castagno that he'd just
acquired.

Well, I knew something about Castagno. Mr.

Widener had had a Castagno.

I didn't like his Castagno very

much and I said so, and he didn't take that at all well.
Now I'm glad to say that some pictures are no longer
considered what their labels say they are, ha, ha! But,
that was Ted Rousseau.
he was all right.
running down?

I didn't really know him well, but

Not a great favorite of mine.

What was I

Oh, yes, I was looking at . . . because

Margaretta Salinger, she was one of our really remarkable
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curators.

She had been in Holland before the war, when that

forger Van Megeren had sold a great many pictures. A
Vermeer, he forged, and one big picture he sold to the great
patron of the museum at Rotterdam.

So, there it was, in its

great gold frame with Vermeer underneath it. Margaretta
Salinger, as I understand it, got on record, in writing,
saying the picture was wrong.

She was really remarkable.

She was very amusing, very clever and full of remarks about
people and things.
anything.

She didn't mind what she said or

I enjoyed Margaretta very much.

She's dead, of

course, which is sad. Hyatt Mayor, as I said, was one of
the nicest people.

Steve Grancsay was one of our most

extraordinary curators, you know, because he came up from
being just an office boy, practically, something very
simple, indeed, and worked his way up in the Arms and Armor
department and became the great authority on it.

He was

supposed to have designed protective armor for troops in
World War I, and was really a very distinguished person,
but, as I say, coming up from nothing.

Randy Bullock was

nice, and Polaire Weissman, I've mentioned her.

She had

done a superb job, starting the Costume Institute downtown—
I think it was in the Rockefeller building but I'm not sure-and she was backed by both the very rich women who bought
these clothes, the women who made the clothes, and the
theatrical profession.

She had a great deal of support, but

finally they lost their quarters or whatever it was, and it
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must have been Taylor who offered her a place, to come up
here, which she did, and she put on wonderful exhibitions.
I walked through them, because my Textile Study Room was at
the end of where her quarters were.

I had a little gallery

of my own but she had the bulk of it, and she put up these
shows on stands. She'd have the costume figures, and she'd
get from other parts of the Museum a table or chair or
picture or something to go with it. She told me that one of
her rules was, in this long gallery with these different
sets of figures and accessories, illustrating different
aspects of whatever she was showing at that time, there
would always be one color that she would try to repeat in
every one.

It might be a scarf here, in the next one it

might be a tablecloth, it might be a painting with that
color in it. So that, as you looked around, you were not
conscious of it but there would always be this particular
shade of pink or green or whatever it was, over and over.
Oh, she was a brilliant display person.

The person I would

think was the best person for display was the Chinese, Fong
Chow, and his cases . . . I look at the cases now of Chinese
ceramics, and I say, "Fong would have done that better."

He

had a beautiful balance of color and shape and everything
else, because he was himself, is himself—he's still alive,
he came in not too long ago—a potter, so he could see how
these things should go. He was our best display person,
just as I say Hyatt Mayor was probably our best person for
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labels.

Hyatt was the stylist, I think, among us. Well,

let's see who else I can think of who had real character.
Polaire, wonderful.

Theodore Hobby, he came in with the

Altman Collection in 1914 and he had tenure, so he was
hobbling around . . . H e , again, was a Chinese porcelain
expert, but he was doing practically nothing—poor old Mr.
Hobby, hobbling around!

Well, he gave the idea to Alan

Priest that Alan Priest thought he had tenure.
you see, nobody did.

He didn't

You were all thrown out at sixty-five,

unless there was some very special thing that kept you on.
So, Alan Priest, whom not everybody liked because, as I say,
he had a rather biting tongue and savage kind of wit about
him, he brought a lawsuit, got a lawyer, and at the annual
meeting . . . In those days they used to invite most of the
staff to the annual meeting, they may still do, I don't
know.

I don't get invited myself now.

But, they didn't get

enough people to come to the annual meeting, so you had to
fill in the chairs. But, Alan Priest's lawyer was a woman,
and it was put in the terms of his contract that he had to
have tenure.
was he?

It was the then president . . .Oh, gosh, who

Again, the name will come to me?

[Roland Redmond]

He was a lawyer himself, and he absolutely wiped the floor
with her. Very smooth, very beautifully done . . .Very,
very smooth.

I admired his efficiency.

poor, dear Alan.

Anyway, that was

Yes, it was all very unfortunate.

to live in Japan, I think.

He went

I don't remember the details of
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it now. Oh, yes. Ernst Winternitz. He was a lovely
person.

Yes, he was great fun. He's one of Hitler's gifts,

as you know.

He was a refugee, and he said that he learned

English from the comic strips. Yes, that was it. He really
was a delightful person, so helpful and so interested in so
many different things. Yes, that was it. He'd been a
doctor—I think I'm right in saying this—and of course it
would have meant his going back to medical school and taking
all the exams and everything again. And, yes, it was
Francis Taylor—Francis Taylor had this extraordinary
feeling for human beings, for people, that none of our other
directors have had—it was Francis Taylor who made the new
post for him.

Musical instruments had been thrown in with

the textiles. One of my predecessors, Miss Morris, had had
both; she had textiles and musical instruments.

She didn't

know anything about musical instruments, so it was Francis
Taylor who realized that Winternitz, who had as a hobby this
interest in antique instruments, was the perfect person for
this new department which he was able to create.

And, he

was indeed a great addition to the whole place, a delightful
person who had interesting stories, very friendly and very
nice.

I was very fond of him.

Ernst, he was called; his

name was Emmanuel, but he was known as Ernst, Ernst
Winternitz.
Stuart Shaw.

[Sterling] Callisen I remember as education.
Oh, yes, Stuart Shaw's great interest was one

of the Greek islands. Which one was it?

They did all the
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excavations there and had beautiful slides, in the days
before we knew very much about taking beautiful color
slides.

He was great fun on that. And Walter Hauser. Yes,

Walter Hauser, in the library, he was grand, though I think
the next librarian was better, the man who "was a twin."
Walter Hauser and, let me see . . . [Maurice] Dimand, he was
a tyrant. And poor, dear Flossie, she got into awful
trouble.

She was always fighting with everybody.

Florence Day—had been brought up in Beirut.

Flossie—

Her father had

been either the head of or a professor at the American
University there, in Beirut, so she spoke Arabic, naturally,
and read it.

She was convinced no one else ever read it

properly, so she fought with all the people who considered
themselves Arabic scholars. Then, of course, with Dimand it
was difficult enough, anyway.

His other assistant here, you

see, Hannah [McAllister] was absolutely a doorman for him,
but Flossie wasn't going to behave that way.

So, they

fought, and finally Flossie got thrown out.

In fact, I

tried to help her because I liked her.

I tried to help her,

to say that she really had been here long enough to have
acquired tenure, but there wasn't really any such thing, and
she left.

It was all very unfortunate, because she

certainly was gifted in many ways.

Yes, she was a great

friend of that woman poet up in Cambridge who wrote an
autobiography recently.
people.

Maggie Shearer.

So, well, anyway.

Marvelous

Yes, poor, dear Maggie.

Maggie
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had a facial tic that distorted her face when she talked.
It was rather awkward and unpleasant, but she did some very
good work.

She wrote a lot of books for children, etc. , and

one very interesting one, really, on the legends of the
Trojan War, which is still quoted, I find.

I remember her

coming to me when she was worried about how to arrange it,
and I said, "Why don't you do it by the story of the war,
the Trojan War. Then, if you do show the Greek vase
alongside the modern caricature, or a 16th Century tapestry
or what not . . . "

She did it that way and it makes a very

nice book, a very nice book.
it's called.

The Story of Trov. I think

Yes. Louise Condit.

in the junior museum.

She was nice.

She was

I think I talked about the junior

museum, and told you how much I liked it.
a lovely story of Walter Hauser.

[Let me] tell you

He worked on an Egyptian

dig with the man whose name escapes me at the moment
[Charles Wilkinson], and was head of the Near Eastern thing
for quite a while. When the Queen Mother came to the
Museum, from England, we were all lined up to shake hands
with her, were introduced to her, you see, and when it came
to Walter, Walter said to her, "I had the pleasure of
meeting you Ma'am a few years back, at such-and-such dig in
Egypt."

And she said, "Oh, yes, I remember you, and your

partner, Mr. Wilkinson, how is he?" Which I thought was
really wonderful.

Because, she was not born royal, the

royals have to do that, you know.

She had learned it
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wonderfully, and that was nice.

It must have been under

James Rorimer . . . No, I don't think it was the Queen
Mother, I think it was the Queen of Holland when James was
so proud because she had visited the Cloisters, and he was
able to show her to the ladies room!

James was very proud

of his different medals, you know. He had gotten the French
"legion d'honneur" and something, I think, from the Dutch,
etc., and that pleased him a great deal.

SZ:

Do you think it's true what's been said

about him—and I'm just going to see if I can find that—
that he felt insecure because he was Jewish, and was hiding
it, or . . .

ES:

I don't know whether it was that he was

Jewish, or that his father was a dealer.

SZ:

Well, a lot's been made of it, that's

ES:

Exactly.

all.

I don't know.

Because, after

all, Winternitz was certainly Jewish, and everybody loved
him.

SZ:
Charles Wilkinson.

Well, here. Ancient Near Eastern,
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ES:

That's it. Charles Wilkinson.

He

married Irma Bezold, late in life.

I think they married

about the time they both retired.

Irma was the registrar

and Charles was an expert on the Near East. When they
retired they both . . .

SZ:

Ancient Near Eastern, that was the split

there . . . It changes . . .

ES:

Yes, that's it, of course.

Mesopotamia

and all that sort of thing.

SZ:

Let me go to the year of your retirement

and see if I can find any other names, new people, if it
means anything to you. Well, Jock Howat?

John Howat?

ES:

No.

SZ:

Berry Tracy?

ES:

Yes, he was around.

SZ:

Well, actually, I should let you look

through this, because someone will mean something to you, or
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ES:

Yes, exactly.

Yes, yes . . . Well,

Morry Heckscher, of course, now is head of decorative arts
over there in the American wing.

He's a very able man, a

delightful person, and very helpful and nice, too.

He puts

on beautiful shows, and I think he's writing this catalogue,
or is certainly closely connected with it.

SZ:

What catalogue is that?

ES:

I don't mean a catalogue; a history of

SZ:

And there is a history of . . . ?

ES:

Oh, yes. Oscar Muscarella, he's still

the Museum.

around.

He's quite a character, too.

Yes. Adolph Cavallo.

He's the one who just finished the catalogue of the medieval
tapestries here.

He was not a success as head of the

Costume Institute, partly because Polaire Weissman, who was
down here as executive director, she still considered
herself head of the Costume Institute.

Poor "Dus."

His

name is Adolph but he was called "Dus," his nickname. Dus
Cavallo.

In the new catalogue he's called Adolpho

Salvatore!

Instead of what it used to be, Adolph.

I think

that's thanks to Mario Cuomo: They're not ashamed of their
Italian names anymore.

Stella Blum.

She was a wonderful
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person in the Costume Institute, always, of course, under
Polaire's thumb while Polaire was here.

She was just sort

of branching out when Polaire left, and then for some reason
she left and went out to start a whole new costume
department in some midwestern university, and then up and
died, poor dear.

I liked Stella very much.

Nora Scott, I

believe, is still alive. Henry Fischer, yes.

Claus Viren

is still alive, living in Paris, and Margaretta Salinger
we've talked about and Liz Gardiner.

Liz Gardiner went to

live in Venice, because that's where she always wanted to
be, but then died.

SZ:

And Claus Virch, he had some . . .

ES:

I don't know much about him, but he was

a perfectly nice young man.

He's involved, or has been,

with one of those big dealers.
Lefferts, we mentioned Kate.
Kate's the conservator.

Brad Kelleher, Kate

Yes, that's right.

He's left,

Tom Folds is still alive.

active old man, very keen on modern art.

He's an

Tom Folds got

involved with an organization that buys pictures for banks
and companies, modern pictures, you see.

Louise Condit.

Yes, she was wonderful down there at the junior museum.

I

think I've talked about the beautiful exhibitions they did.
Roberta Payne. I saw her take on a group of blind people.
She had asked me a specimen of velvet or damask, etc., so I
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watched her while she worked with these blind people, who I
think were adults rather than children.

A beautiful job she

did; she was good, a wonderful young woman, and the
exhibitions that she and Louise put on were simply
delightful.

So, yes.

Fong, as I say, was the best person

for putting things into cases that I've known.
course, you'll be talking to.
before I did.

Dietrich, of

He says he came the year

Some of these people have married or died.

There's Carmen, Jane Hayward, yes. There's Tim Husband,
he's still around.
photographs.

Janet Byrne, up there in the prints and

She only retired fairly recently, and she was

very helpful indeed.

Nice woman.

There's Jack Phillips,

Carl Dauterman came in from Sothebys, at a time when we were
going to sell a great many, superfluous things, and he was
very helpful and valuable for that, because he knew what
would sell and what wouldn't.

Yes, that's right.

There's

Jean [Mailey], already moved in, you see, as associate
curator in the Textile Study Room. And Yvonne Hackenbroch.
Yvonne Hackenbroch is alive but she's living in London.
And, of course, Jessie McNab and Claire Vincent are still
there.

Margaret Noland, she was no good.

She was more of

an idiot, really, but thank goodness there's a very nice
woman there now.

That's the slides.

Leon Wilson, yes, he

was the editor I worked with mostly, on my articles. Well,
it was all very.long ago.
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SZ:

Was it hard for a woman to advance

within this institution?

ES:
curators.

I don't know. We have had women

Because in the old days, in my day, there was

only one curator to the department.

SZ:

Well, they seemed to be almost all men.

ES:

Now, of course, there are several

curators in each department, so many more people.
it probably was. Well, now, I don't know.

I think

We had Miss

Gisela Richter, who was probably one of our greatest
scholars.
1950?

Did she overlap with me at all?

Yes, there she is, Gisela Richter.

when she was on the point of retiring.

Where's your
I just met her

She was a very

distinguished scholar indeed, in her field, and under her
was, yes, Marjorie Milne. Yes, that's right. Marjorie
Milne, you'd send her a question about a Latin inscription
or something like that and you'd get back five closely
typewritten pages, or something.

She was so thorough, so

good, very helpful indeed in all that field.

Miss Richter I

scarcely knew; Miss Alexander took over from her, and she
wasn't here very long because she'd been under Miss Richter.
It was a very feminine department, that Greek and Roman one
in those days. Curious isn't it?

I never thought of that.
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But, there is von Bothmer, you see, as appearing in 19 50.
He, of course, is still around, and a great scholar.

In

fact, what he's been doing lately, he took over a workshop
down on the lower floor, in the west wing there, and he told
me he was sticking pots together, mending the Greek pots.

I

was just' thinking, he was involved in some quite spectacular
purchases in his department, including the Euphronios vase.

SZ:

Is there anything you remember about

that whole brouhaha?

ES:

No, I don't think so. We were all

impressed, of course.

SZ:

Well, is there anything you can tell me

about, collectively, perhaps how the staff felt about some
of the more exciting Hoving years?

If one can characterize

them that way?

ES:
of the whole thing.

Well, I think they felt rather ashamed
Compared to the dignified and important

curators—directors—that we had had, it didn't seem to be
the kind of thing we liked to have going on in the Museum.
But, there again, as I say, I had retired by the time Hoving
came in, so I have no way of judging what the feeling was
about him.

You would have to talk to the younger people
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about him.

SZ:

Well, I'm just really also thinking of

the opening up of the Museum, which . . .

ES:

He takes credit for it, but I don't know

what it amounts to. They built a great deal, of course, and
it's a much bigger institution.

But, James Rorimer was very

proud of their attendance figures, which in those days were
rather slackly calculated; they didn't have the same things,
but it was certainly crowded.

SZ:

Do you still feel attached to the

ES:

Oh, yes, of course.

SZ:

So, I guess your showing up on July 1st,

ES:

Well, it affected me for the rest of my

institution?

Oh, surely.

After

all . . .

1949 was . . .

life, yes, certainly.
my biography.
settle down.

I was not young, as you've seen from

I was already middle-aged and prepared to
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SZ:

And you're still here.

ES:

I'm still here. When I said that to

Carmen, at the party the other evening, she said, "Oh, I've
got so many things to do."
occupation."

I said, "One has to have an

She said, "Well, yes, I have so many."

The

only one she told me about was that she went to some kind of
exercise class!

SZ:

How old is she, do you think?

ES:

Oh, let's see. When did she retire?

I

think she's probably younger than I am, but not too much.
She's in her late seventies, perhaps early eighties, I don't
know.

SZ:

Well, I think that's it for me.

Can you

think of anything else?

ES:

I don't know.

No, as I say, these

people, when I look at the list, I remember them very
clearly, some of them; some of them I don't remember at all.
Ashton Hawkins. Yes. Oh, that's when all these things
occurred.

That's interesting, I hadn't seen that.

nine was "Harlem on My Mind."

Sixty-
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SZ:

Yes, I mean, I could take you through

the '70s and the '80s too, but . . .

ES:

Oh, no, there's no point in doing that,

because by that time I'd retired, yes.
vase.

Poor, dear Ted Rousseau, yes.

Yes, the Euphronios

Of course, I had

nothing to do with any of these things . . .

SZ:

Well, let me just ask you . . . Are you

pleased with the way the Museum looks now, and with the
expansion?

ES:

Oh, surely.

I think it will be grand if

they ever get the money for the new restaurant 'round the
Lehman pavilion, because it's a great pity to have . . . Of
course, it's better than it was. You know, when that
restaurant was redecorated—I don't remember the date of it
or under whom—it was known as the Dorotheum, it was done by
Dorothy Draper, and it was appalling!

SZ:

I think it was 1953.

ES:

Gosh, that was a bad, bad business.

SZ:

Why?

Tell me why?
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ES:
had stuck up.

Well, these imitation works of art she

[Interruption]

SZ:

So, it was terrible because . . . ?

ES:

Well, it was in bad taste.

It was all

so fussy and, as I say, imitation busts and things. Oh,
really.

Such a mess.

No, it's greatly improved since then,

but it's a horrible place, as you know.

Previously, before

my time . . . I remember from way back, when I might come
visit here, it was a delightful gallery, Greek and Roman
gallery, with a small pool or fountain in the middle, and
then the works of art arranged around it.

I believe it goes

back to Greek and Roman, and should be awfully nice for
them.

lovely.

Of course, they've got to get the money.

SZ:

I think that's next.

ES:

That's next, I hope I hope.

It will be

And, when was the suggestion—which director was

that under?—that they would take out the main staircase?

SZ:

Well, that was really Hoving, when they

were thinking about what the master plan . . .

ES:

Yes. Wasn't that awful?

Really!
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SZ:

That upset people?

ES:

Oh, gracious, yes!

SZ:

Well, actually, that's one of the

criticisms that some architectural critics make of the
current plan; that, in fact, it impedes . . .

Yes.

ES:

Yes, it takes up an awful lot of space.

SZ:

. . . circulation and all that.

ES:

I think it looks very well.

Handsome.

And the museums that have done away with it, some of

the European museums, I remember, with great staircases that
were then removed . . . I'm trying to think which it was,
but, it was not a move for the better.

