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I don't mean to be critical, because I think everything was done to ensure that the Barnes
Foundation in its new location would be perfect in every way. But, there were things that
disquieted me that I would be remiss to not mention. The greatest being the absence of Dr.
Albert C Barnes’ name anywhere in the building, except for its being on a small strip of metal on
the ground that lines the reflecting pool inside of the entry alcove of the building. The strip is
about 2 inches thick and includes a quote by Dr. Barnes and his name. That's it. There is no
bust, no plaque, no image of Dr. Albert C Barnes. I was told that once the changing exhibition is
taken down, the de Chirico portrait of Albert Barnes would be moved into the entrance hall. That
exhibition will be in place for 10 months. But what would have been wrong with including some
permanent memorialization of the founder of this great institution?

  

There was a glaring omission that makes me cross. It has to do with Dr. Albert Barnes’ views
about African art and its place in understanding classic aesthetic elements. Dr. Barnes wrote
passionately about the importance of African art to the development of European painting.
We’re not talking about African art and modernism. Barnes said that were it not for the arts of
Africa, the art of Europe would have died in the 15th century. He made his views apparent in the
original building in Merion.

  

On either side of the entrance to the building were ceramic re-creations by the Enfield pottery
works of African masks from the Barnes’ collection. It was the only place in this country where
you entered a major collection of European and American art through an African aesthetic lens.
Derek Gilman assured me that African masks were being etched into the metal doors, but were
not yet ready. But there was more.
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  Parkway Building Entrance  Along the inside of the main gallery room in Merion, Barnes installed a frieze, with Africanmasks every five feet. When Henri Matisse delivered La Danse, he insisted that Dr. Barnes takedown the frieze because he said it distracted from his mural. Dr. Barnes refused. The designcomplemented the iron railings inside and outside of the Barnes gallery building that included anAfrican mask in the center below a Grecian urn, flanked by classical scroll designs. Dr. Barneswas making an important statement. He was saying to his audience that African aestheticbelonged on the same plane, and was as important as Greek and Roman classical design.These elements are missing from the new building.  During the evening of the second gala, I asked several people why those elements were notincluded, but there were no good answers. It seems no one quite knew why they weren't thereor why they were there in the first place. It seems no one understood they had any importancebeyond decoration. I saw the architects walking through the building, and I introduced myself. Itold them I thought the building was quite wonderful but that I had a problem with the removal ofthe African art in the places where Barnes initially installed it. The architects nervouslyexplained to me that the new design in the frieze below the mural was based on Kuba cloth, andthat the stone patterning in the entrance hall reflecting that of kente cloth. I asked them ifanybody knew that, or if there was anything in the building that would tell people that's whatthey were looking at. They told me there would be a brochure later. Their answers did little tocalm me. Quite the reverse.  I asked them if anybody picked up on their subtle reference to African textiles. Barnes’ inclusionof African art as a permanent fixture of the building was not adornment. It was not decoration. Itwas a unique, still controversial but very specific statement. Now it's gone. One of the architectstold me that designing for the new building was like walking a tight rope because there were somany things they had to keep in mind and so many details they had to slavishly adhere to. I toldthem I understood, but they also understood when they took the commission that would be thecase. That's no excuse.  This last observation may seem petty, or too slavish to detail. I was accused of that by one ofthe attendees, and it’s an accusation I'm quite comfortable with. It seems to me the greatestdanger always was removing Albert C. Barnes from the Barnes Foundation. The collection andhis ideas are intertwined. One did not happen without the other. It's still important, becauseBarnes’ ideas about learning to see, about understanding aesthetics, as a way to reinforce theneed for cultural equity are profound. They are lessons we still have not yet learned. I alwayssuspected the foul denigration of Barnes, even after his death was a way to discount him as aman, to then discount his ideas as “quirky”, a word I have grown to despise.  In Dewey’s opening remarks in 1925, he suggested that if everyone was capable of makinggreat beauty how could one man look at another as inferior. Barnes’ insistence on theFoundation's access for working class people and African Americans should have been frontand center – maybe as emcee, or art student, or trumpeter. Just those brown fingers as theboard members strode in to the gallery in front of everyone (even though I'm sure they hadbeen in the galleries before the dedication.)  I keep milling over in my mind whether I'm being reactionary, or petty, or a bit catty which is notmy intention. But I think my concerns have merit. Yesterday I received a letter from one of theformer guards at the Barnes Foundation, who has been writing me ever since I moved to theWest Coast. He said he is always grateful that when I led the Foundation I allowed all of thesecurity guards to attend classes for free as long as their attendance did not interfere with workhours. The letter I received included a very poignant observation.  In it, he said he was anxious about going to the downtown Barnes and that what he saw wentbeyond his expectations. He said based on what he had read, Dr. Barnes ideas are lost in theshuffle. "Regards for the so-called common man is lost. The Foundation will now become aparadise for the rich.” I hope he is proven wrong.   Dr. Albert C Barnes and his ideas are eternal. Great art should shift your worldview. It shouldmake you see people, events, and things in a new light. It should enhance your curiosity, askquestions and become fully engaged in the moment. The analysis of great art, of the plasticelements of light, line, color and space can and should lead to the development of criticalproblem solving skills. It is true that great artists sometimes make really bad art. It is also truethat there are thousands of unnamed artists who make masterpieces.  Knowing the difference is more important than rushing into the gallery to recognize the namethat sounds familiar, to then step back and admire the painting or sculpture after having learnedit was made by a “master” who is only known to be so because of name recognition. Beyond artaficionados, collectors, historians, and the other art elite, working-class people need not betreated as though they don't understand what they're looking. The Barnes Foundation wasabout bringing around an understanding of what makes it great, in a way that would help ourbroader society. Maybe I am slavish to Dr. Barnes’ ideas and his vision, but then that's why theworking title of my book is, "Defending the Dead." It seems someone still has to.  
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