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The Collector Within: Joseph Cornell

by Jeanne Schinto

Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination, the Arst major retrospective
of the artist's work in more than 26 years, presents 180 of his Anest pieces
of "assemblage," the most celebrated of which are his box constructions.
The intimate scale of the boxes, none of them being much bigger than a
Cheerios box, and the ordinariness of their contents make them seem
enticingly familiar, like things we'd always meant to make ourselves.
They also have an antique look that anyone with a love of old things will
naturally be drawn to.
Cornell did sometimes use antique chests to house his constructions. For
at least one piece, included in this show, he employed a vintage
apothecary. He emptied, reAlled, and relabeled the bottles to suit the
dictates of his artistry. According to Deborah Solomon's 1997 biography,
Utopia Parkway: The Life and Work of Joseph Cornell, he usually built
his own wooden boxes, then baked them in the kitchen oven to give them
a dark patina or left them out in the sun to age. He also "antiqued" the
insides of some of them, using six or seven coats of house paint, building
up a pleasing crustiness.
Conceived and produced by Cornell scholar Lynda Roscoe Hartigan and
designed by Fred Johnson, the show has already been on view at the
Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington, D.C., its coorganizer, along with the Peabody Essex Museum (PEM) in Salem,
Massachusetts, where it opened on April 28. From October 6, 2007, to
January 6, 2008, it will be at its Anal venue, the San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art. One may also experience it on line at the microsite
(www.pem.org/cornell).
What readers of M.A.D. could And especially interesting about this
artist, aside from his art, is the evidence of his obsessive collecting. We all
have known and sometimes loved the kind of collector he was. These
souls habitually roam the shops, the shows, the _ea markets, yard sales,
and occasional rubble heaps, searching, always searching (Cornell called
it "questing") for the objects of their desire.
Born in 1903, Cornell lived during the heyday of early American
antiques collecting, but he didn't have his fancy struck by highboys or
Boston silver, not that he could have aborded those items. Rather, his
choices were items such as old perfume bottles, pressed glass swans,
wooden butter molds, plastic lobsters, and wire cages for birds.
"He believed in the beauty of the commonplace and found it in the
ephemera of everyday living," said Hartigan in the talk she gave at one of
the previews at PEM.
Of course, the diberence between Cornell and an average packrat is that
gradually Cornell made the transition from collector to creator. His
pages from antiquarian books and vintage periodicals, countless pieces of
ephemera, souvenirs, and dime-store purchases were the raw materials of
what eventually became his boxes, collages, and other assembled works of
art that have earned international acclaim and, not so incidentally,
fetched millions in the auction marketplace.
On May 11, 2005, at Christie's in New York City, two of his most
recognized masterpieces sold for record prices. Untitled (Pinturicchio
Boy), circa 1946, brought $1,584,000, and Untitled (Medici Princess),
circa 1952, sold for $2,592,000. The artist's previous auction record had
been $495,000 for Grand Hotel Pharmacy, 1942-48, also set at Christie's,
on November 13, 1989.
Cornell biographer Solomon writes that the artist-to-be Arst discovered
the pleasures of secondhand shopping one summer during his
undistinguished four years as a student at Phillips Academy in Andover,
Massachusetts. (A member of the class of 1921 at Andover, he did not
graduate.) It happened while he was visiting antiques shops in Sandwich
on Cape Cod. The habit stayed with him for life.
"He was an artist, but I also deAnitely think of him as a shopper,"
Hartigan told us when we toured the exhibit. "He was someone who
shopped, browsed, collected, archived." He liked "saving things, salvaging
things, making new things from old things-impulses of the 1930's."
Some of those stockpiles of stub he referred to as his "spare parts"
department. These were down in the basement of the small house he
shared with his widowed mother, Helen Cornell (1882-1966), and his
wheelchair-bound brother, Robert (1910-1965), who collected radios
and model trains. The basement was also the only artist's studio Cornell
ever had. It's worthwhile noting, however, that much of Cornell's
collecting really was just that, undertaken for self-educational purposes as
well as the pure joy of it, an end in itself.
Cornell's shopping trips took him from that house on Utopia Parkway in
Flushing, Queens, New York, into Manhattan, to the secondhand
bookshops along Fourth Avenue. There he found not only shelves of old
books but bins of postcards, prints, and photography. There were as yet
no stand-alone photography dealers. Bookshops were the places to And
photos of all kinds, including ones from Cornell's favorite category,
movie stills.
Solomon wrote, "Very few people in America were then collecting stills;
even the studios discarded them after a movie closed." And so, with
relative ease, Cornell assembled by the early 1930's one of the largest
collections in individual hands, some 2500 pictures. It's telling that,
when the picture collection department of the New York Public Library
put on an exhibit in May 1933 tracing the history of cinema, the
librarians borrowed some Western stills from Cornell. Even back then,
according to Solomon, "People who collected movies in America—then a
tiny coterie—all knew the name Joseph Cornell but didn't necessarily
realize that he was an artist."
Cornell, a timid, drab wisp of a man who never married, a quintessential
eccentric by all accounts, was also a record collector. According to
another fascinating book, Joseph Cornell's Theater of the Mind: Selected
Diaries, Letters, and Files, edited and with an introduction by Mary Ann
Caws (1993), he shopped for recorded music at New York's Record
Haven, Record Hunter, and Tempest Music Shop. Visitors to the
retrospective will hear an eclectic sound track of selections from that
music, including Beveridge Webster Plays the Complete Works for Piano
by Claude Debussy; Four American Landscapes: Aaron Copland, Henry
Cowell, Charles Ives, and Henry Gilbert; Frédéric Chopin Ballades; and
Tinkle, Clang, and Chime: The World's Rarest Music Boxes in High
Fidelity. "It was the music he worked by," Hartigan said.
Solomon wrote that Cornell's LP records meant so much to him that he
often couldn't bring himself to open them. "Cornell's friends report that
he rarely played the records he owned… He mostly listened to the radio,
tuning it to the classical station WQXR. Visitors to his house were often
mystiAed by the sealed albums heaped by the hundreds in the glassenclosed front porch of his house. Like many of Cornell's other
collectibles, his records apparently brought him pleasure only in the
moments when he Arst discovered them. After that, it was enough just to
have them, to know they were there."
The Smithsonian Archives of American Art houses the Cornell papers
and has created a Web site (www.aaa.si.edu/col lectionsonline/cornjose)
where one may read, among other things, his diaries page by page. In Box
1, Folder 7, labeled "Antiques" and dated 1954-1957, 1966, one is able to
see actual receipts he got from dealers. The Arst slip that comes up on the
site is dated "4/11/55" and is from Johns Antiques, 115 East Oak Street,
Chicago, Illinois, whose proprietor sold Cornell a pair of 18th-century
clock faces for $40. This transaction must have taken place at a show,
since Cornell never traveled to Chicago.
Cornell hardly traveled at all, even though for years he collected turn-ofthe-20th-century travel guides to European cities and used cutouts of
their ads to wallpaper the insides of some of his boxes. A series of the
receipts are from dealers who showed at the Madison Square Garden
Antiques Fair on March 11, 1957, for example, Wigren & Barlow,
Woodstock, Vermont, and White Clay Kill Antiques, Tivoli-on-Hudson,
New York. He also apparently went to the North Shore Antiques Fair at
the Great Neck ice skating rink, Great Neck, Long Island, New York, on
September 17 of the same year. In a typed note to himself he reported
that he did some shopping along the way. Seeing these bits of
memorabilia brings Cornell into such sharp focus, it's uncanny, almost a
thrill.
A Cornell diary entry, dated "10/19/66" and quoted in Caws's
compilation, records in his stream-of-consciousness writing style a dream
that any collector can identify with: "…meager pickings browsing
wandering many times this dream of frustration & yet at times
glorious…."
Cornell, who died in 1972, was lucky enough to be successful
commercially during his lifetime. In the 1940's, after a decade of gallery
shows, important collectors started buying his work. Peggy Guggenheim
bought three boxes. Lindy and Edwin Bergman amassed 37 boxes and
collages, which they subsequently donated to the Art Institute of
Chicago. Ironically, Cornell wasn't comfortable with the idea of being
collected. He especially disliked the idea of bulk ownership. As Solomon
writes, Ed Bergman was informed at a Manhattan gallery, where he had
gone to buy yet another Cornell, "You're Bergman from Chicago? I'm
not supposed to sell you anything."
Some of the Bergmans' choices are represented in the current
retrospective. So are those of 62 other lenders, including Aimee and
Robert Lehrman of Washington, D.C., who lent the largest number of
pieces to the show. These include Cornell's homage to a logical object of
his abections, Emily Dickinson, Image for Two Emil(y)ies.
In her talk at a PEM preview party attended by the Lehrmans and 400
other guests, Hartigan stressed that Cornell was the sort of artist who
"wanted each of us to discover within ourselves our own creativity,
spirituality, imagination." That was one reason why he felt compelled to
make his art, several thousand pieces of it, by her count. And if collecting
is a person's primary way of being creative, perhaps he would, Anally,
forgive a person for collecting Cornell?
One charming aspect of that preview party was the presence of ballerinas,
provided by the Boston Ballet Center for Dance Education, who twirled
on the periphery of the crowd. Cornell, a well-known balletomane, may
have forgiven us all for that Ane touch. "If anything would draw his spirit
into this space, it would be the ballerinas," said Hartigan. "His spirit
surely is here with us tonight."

Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination closes at the Peabody Essex
Museum on August 19, 2007. For more information, contact the
museum at (978) 745-9500 or (www.pem.org). For more information
about the San Francisco run (October 6, 2007-January 6, 2008), contact
the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art at (415) 357-4000 or
(www.sfmoma.org).
comments powered by Disqus
This website uses cookies to
ensure you get the best experience
on our website. Learn more

Advertising | Subscriptions | Billing | Editorial | Privacy

1 (800) 752-8521 • PO Box 1429 • Waldoboro, ME 04572

Got it!

Maine Web Design

