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The Stuff about the Stuff: The Value and Imperiled
Future of Collectors’ Papers

by Jeanne Schinto

s an antiques reporter, I have always loved best
Athe assignments that send me into archives to read

the papers of collectors from past generations.
Besides enjoying the guilty pleasure associated with
reading other people’s mail, I have found these troves
to be filled with fascinating and historically significant
information. Often they contain details that can be found
nowhere else.

In case any readers need proof'that collectors’ papers are
indeed worthy of preserving, they have only to consider
that some of our most august research institutions
have devoted time, effort, and resources to acquire
and process numerous examples, as well as make them
available to scholars, journalists, and other writers. To
cite just three in Boston, near where I live, Historic New
England has the papers of folk art collectors Bertram
K. and Nina Fletcher Little; the Boston Athenaeum, the
venerable, private library on Beacon Hill, has some of
the papers of interior designer, architect, and collector
Ogden Codman Jr. (Historic New England has the rest);
and the Massachusetts Historical Society (MHS) has the
papers generated by the Karolik-Codman family, whose
members include collectors Martha Codman Karolik
and her husband, Maxim Karolik.

The Frick Collection’s Archives Directory for the
History of Collecting in America (http://research.
frick.org/directoryweb/home.php?) lists examples of
dozens more in repositories around the country. Even
a brief perusal of the website will show that papers of
well-known personages, like those named above, are
housed alongside those of lesser-known and unknown
personages. For example, besides the papers of early
Americana collectors George Dudley Seymour (1859-
1945) and William Brownell Goodwin (1866-1950), the
Connecticut Historical Society (CHS) in Hartford also
has the papers of Caroline M. Hewins (1846-1926), a
librarian who collected children’s books, and those of
Edgar Smith Yergason (1840-1920), an interior decorator
and collector of patriotic relics, spurious or otherwise.!

Part I of this series presented some examples of
what these papers can tell us about objects, individual
collectors, and the history of collecting. This second and
final part presents more examples before concluding
with advice to those who are caretakers of a deceased
collector’s papers or have papers of their own that they
would like to donate to an institution.

William Brownell Goodwin, George Francis Dow,
and Quasi-Dealers in the Trade

The papers of William Brownell Goodwin at CHS
informed me about the little-studied concept of
collectors who were also quasi-dealers and their uneasy
place among their purist peers in the early 20th century.
The phenomenon is part of the largely untold history
of the antiques trade in the United States. An American
archetype who would make a good subject for a Ph.D.
dissertation, Goodwin headed cross-country after
graduating from Yale with the class of 1888. Initially
involved in sports, he organized and managed the first
collegiate football team in the Pacific Northwest, at the
University of Washington in Seattle. As a young man he
also spent two winters prospecting for gold at the Arctic
Circle. After that wilder phase of his life, he settled down
and became an insurance executive, based in Ohio,
where his antiques collecting began. Later, returning
to Connecticut, he continued to pursue antiques. He
also became an amateur archaeologist and wrote books
about his “discoveries,” including a volume about his
belief that Irish monks built a monastery in the tenth
century A.D. in what is now New Hampshire.? Even
before he began his archaeological quests—his New
England crank phase, so to speak—he was attempting
to sell objects, historic houses, historical paneling, and
other old architectural features to individuals as well as
institutions. During the Great Depression, he accelerated
this activity, no doubt needing cash. His papers show
he spent $5150 for a new Stutz Cadillac on October 14,
1929, 15 days before the stock market crashed.
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Jacqueline Kennedy, Henry Francis du Pont, and
du Pont’s chauffeur. Photo courtesy the Winterthur
Museum, Garden & Library, Winterthur Archives.

“The writer has been, in the past, a collector of minor
importance in the matter of old paintings, watercolors,
and prints of American historical origins,” he wrote
on May 11, 1938, to the “Andrew G. [sic] Mellon Art
Foundation, Washington, D.C.,” introducing himself in
the third person.’ He then switched to the first person
viewpoint to give the noble reason why he was now
deigning to sell them. “At the present time I am keenly
interested in archaeological research and have given up
any idea of adding to my collection in order to carry on
this archaeological research which comprises the oldest
buildings in North America, which I have located in
New England,” he wrote. “I desire to sell for reasonable
prices some of my paintings and prints...in order to
obtain money for my present work.... [ am in no way a
dealer and in such a matter, if you are interested, it will
be a private question of sale....” *

ILaminno way a dealer. It’s a phrase hard to square with
the ads Goodwin placed in The Magazine Antiques, not
only for 17th-century house paneling but for “Complete
furnishings for such a house—all of the period 1620 to
1700 and of the finest grade.” Norman Adams, a New
York dealer of English antiques, cannot be blamed
for taking him to be a dealer, but Goodwin wrote him
on June 27, 1938: “You have evidently mistaken my
advertisement. I am not a dealer. I happen to own three
old houses...which are for sale.”

Ironically, when his collector-friend William
Hutchinson Putnam (1878-1953) wanted to introduce
him to Maxim Karolik—via another collecting friend,
Arthur B. Lisle (1871-1949) of Providence, Rhode
Island—as a possible buyer of antiques, Goodwin had
to be reassured that Karolik was not himself a dealer. “I
understand from Mr. Lisle that Mr. Karolik has a great
deal of money to spend for this purpose,” Putnam wrote.
“Please understand that he is not a dealer, but a very rich
man interested in American furniture as a hobby.”®

Exactly what was so bad about being a dealer—or a
quasi-dealer? Through at least the 1930s, our cultural,
social, and economic milieu dictated that dealers were
to be seen as a necessary evil, engaged in a not quite
honorable profession: selling historical artifacts, thereby
making a profit on our collective heritage. But as demand
increased, the market grew, and so did irresistible
opportunities for making money.

That many early dealers were first-generation Jewish

Winthrop Kellogg “Kelly” Edey’s book French Clocks
was published in 1967. It was marketed by Walker &
Company as “the first book in English on French clocks.”

immigrants adds a complication to the situation,
since, in the midst of the early 20th-century’s bout
with xenophobia, exposure to American antiques was
widely touted by museum curators and other educators
as a way to “Americanize” new immigrants and their
offspring. How this Americanization effect would
work was never stated in anything I have ever read.
Considering that what was euphemistically called
“good breeding” was believed to result in “consequent
good taste,” perhaps the opposite—that “good taste”
would beget “good breeding”—was also thought to
be true.” Briann G. Greenfield, in her 2009 book Out
of the Attic: Inventing Antiques in Twentieth-Century
New England, discusses the effects of anti-Semitism on
antiques collecting. A chapter titled “The Jewish Dealer:
Antiques, Acculturation, and Aesthetics” is devoted to
it. In my opinion, however, the subject deserves a much
more comprehensive scholarly examination. Collectors’
papers can provide primary sources.

Goodwin was an Episcopalian. His father, Francis
Goodwin (1839-1923), was elected the church’s first
archdeacon of Hartford in 1878. Before Yale, the
younger Goodwin attended Episcopal schools, St. Paul’s
in Concord, New Hampshire, and briefly Trinity College
in Hartford. But that was only one reason why he could
straddle the line between professional and amateur
without courting disapproval or worse, ostracism,
by collector-friends. Another was his networking (as
we would call it today) and his prowess at using it, as
evidenced by carbon copies of his correspondence at
CHS.

By way of introduction to a Mrs. Fred Wallace, for
example, he wrote on June 19, 1928: “I knew your
husband...very well indeed. We were at Yale together
and in the same societies [Scroll and Key].... I am
related to the late Rev. Francis Goodwin being his oldest
living son, and it was my sister Sarah who was at [Miss
Porter’s School in] Farmington in your time. Also, my
sister, Alice, was probably there. She is now the wife
of Benjamin Wistar Morris, the well known architect
in New York.”® Three months later, he wrote to Mrs.
Wallace again, this time to discuss a possible business
transaction: “I...have some pine wainscot paneling,
enough, at least, and in very good condition to fill a



large room...out of a house in South Windsor of 1712,
which I would sell for a reasonable price.... I intended
to incorporate this paneling in my new house but the
Georgian type did not suit it.””

Another able straddler of the line was George Francis
Dow (1868-1936), most of whose papers are at MHS,
although there are smaller caches in the archives of the
Peabody Essex Museum (PEM) and at the Topsfield
Historical Society in Topsfield, Massachusetts, which
he founded in 1894. “You ask for reliable dealers in
antiques,” he wrote to Laurence Vail Coleman (1893-
1982) of the American Association of Museums in New
York, on January 26, 1925, in apparent

“Of course the Walpole Club [sic] is essentially an
organization of amateurs but has this particular member
changed in the least respect since the time the Club was
organized and he became...a charter member?” another
charter member, Henry Wood Erving, rhetorically asked
Walpole Society cofounder and Metropolitan Museum
of Art board of trustees secretary Henry Watson Kent
in a 1918 letter. “Didn’t we know all about him at that
time...? I abhor the practices which have so vexed [two
other Walpoleans that he names] and I deplore the idea
of commercialism entering our community, however
slightly.”"

Certainly, Kent had long known about

response to an inquiry. “There ain’t no
such thing.” (Goodwin said much the
same thing to a woman who posed the
“reliable” dealer question to him, except
that she was a seller, not a buyer: “What

Collectors’ papers
are indeed worthy
of preserving.

Bigelow’s  commercial  tendencies.
In 1909, before the Walpole Society
was founded by Kent, Luke Vincent
Lockwood, and H. Eugene Bolles,
correspondence in the Met archives

to tell you about a reliable antique man

to deal with is a very difficult question.... They all want
to get the piece at the least possible cost to insure a profit
to themselves.”!?)

Dow suggested to Coleman that, instead of approaching
dealers, he should employ “some man to go about” acting
as his picker. And what would the difference be between
engaging a picker and buying from dealers? Dow didn’t
explain. In the same breath, however, he offered his own
services, even though he was employed at the Society for
the Preservation of New England Antiquities (the former
name of Historic New England), where at various points
he held the titles of curator, director of its museum, and
editor of its magazine, Old-Time New England. “If only
a small representative collection is in mind,” Dow wrote,
“why don’t you send me more definitely a list touching
on the high spots, and I will see what I can do for you.”!!

In those years and beyond, Dow also tried selling
items to such people as Henry Ford and Mrs. Nathaniel
Thayer, i.e., Pauline Revere Thayer (1862-1934), Paul
Revere’s great-granddaughter. To the former he wrote on
February 15, 1926: “My dear Mr Ford,...I learn that you
are now rounding out your collection of early furniture
and wish to bring to your attention a walnut day bed
that I own and which formerly belonged to Governor
Belcher, Provincial Governor of Massachusetts, 1730-
1741....” To the latter, he wrote on October 5, 1931:
“My dear Mrs. Thayer: For some time I have had in
my possession a silver cream jug made by Paul Revere,
having a most excellent mark on the bottom....”"> In the
case of Ford, the answer was a no written by one of his
secretaries, H.R. Waddell. In the case of Mrs. Thayer,
she must have replied in the affirmative the following
day, for the day after that, Dow offered in another letter
to bring the jug to Boston for her inspection, and named
his price, $1500. Did she buy it? The Dow papers I
examined didn’t say, but perhaps other Dow papers—or
Mrs. Thayer’s—would.

Collector Friendships and Their Influence on Tastes
and Trends

Like Goodwin, Dow published books, including
Every Day Life in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, The
Arts & Crafts in New England, The Pirates of the New
England Coast, Slave Ships and Slaving, and Whale
Ships and Whaling. But he had no college or significant
family connections. While looking for a job in the early
20th century, he wrote this career résumé, which resides
in his papers at PEM: “My experience has been 12
years in the wholesale metal business; in the office, the
sales department, and as travelling salesman, in Maine,
N.H., and Mass. I have a theoretical and somewhat
practical experience in the sheet metal, heating and
plumbing trades, and also some practical experience in
the building trades—carpentry and brick mason work.
Have drafted plans and superintended construction on
three considerable additions at the Essex Institute, Salem
[now part of PEM], built my own house & remodeled
five other houses.”"

Despite his background, Dow, like Goodwin, was
invited to become a member of the Walpole Society, the
exclusive, men-only, collector club founded in 1910.'
Another quasi-dealer, Francis Hill Bigelow (1859-
1933) of Cambridge, Massachusetts, was asked to be a
Walpolean, too—in fact, he was admitted as a charter
member. Known for having organized the first silver
exhibits at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, in 1906
and 1911, he wrote an important book, Historic Silver
of the Colonies and Its Makers, published in 1917. But
Bigelow irritated his Walpolean brethren with his overtly
mercenary ways.

shows that when Kent was soliciting
loans for the Met’s Hudson-Fulton celebration
exhibition, Bigelow equivocated for business reasons.
“As you know I would like to sell some [emphasis his]
of my pieces and if I thought they could be disposed
of while exhibited I would probably let some of them
go but I suppose this is problematical,” he wrote Kent.
The correspondence also shows his concern about “the
expenses of crating & freight but I suppose these will be
borne by the museum?”'® (In the end, according to The
Hudson-Fulton Celebration: Catalogue of an exhibition
of American paintings, furniture, silver and other objects
of art by Henry Watson Kent and Florence N. Levy,
Bigelow lent about a dozen objects.)

Among the majority of early Walpoleans—e.g.,
private collectors of means, like Lockwood, Bolles,
Erving, Goodwin, and Putnam, or important institutional
collectors, like Kent and Dow—Bigelow was an outlier.
I speculate that as a quasi-dealer he was useful to Kent,
who was then seeking objects for the Met’s American
Wing, but that, eventually, his usefulness ran out.
Besides, during World War 1, Bigelow angered Erving
and others for his pro-German stance. Then in 1925,
he became embroiled in a conflict with Kent and R.T.
Haines Halsey (1865-1942). The trouble’s source was
a difference of expert opinion about an object made
by Colonial silversmith Edward Winslow (1669-1753)
that Met curators were thinking of buying. Bigelow told
them it was a tankard with original and later parts, while
Halsey, apparently, said it was a “flagon cut down.”"”

Subsequently, the Met rejected it, and Bigelow
wrote to the piece’s owner, Alphonso T. Clearwater,
to ask about buying it himself. According to Bigelow,
Clearwater replied: “I have no wish to sell the Winslow
tankard; did you know that the Metropolitan’s attitude
regarding it was predicated upon your statement that the
barrel was modern?” “I was amazed at the effrontery,”
Bigelow wrote Kent. “...Judge Clearwater must have
immediately drawn the conclusion that I had [made
the evaluation] in the hope of purchasing it later from
him!”'® He demanded an apology from the museum.

Perhaps after that it was only a matter of time. In
any way one cares to measure it, Halsey, a Princeton
graduate, former member of the New York Stock
Exchange, developer of the first iteration of the Met’s
American Wing, and a lifetime Met trustee (appointed in
1906), as well as a Walpolean, was far a more powerful
figure than the peddling Bigelow. On February 5, 1929,
as the Walpole Society’s papers at Winterthur show,
the group accepted Bigelow’s resignation—a first and
still an extreme rarity for the club, whose members are
elected for life."”

So why should we care about these squabbles? Why
should archives preserve papers that would help scholars
track them? It’s because of their influence on tastes and
trends, which help determine what objects of our material
culture get saved, exhibited, interpreted, and revered by
the general population. For the same reason, in addition
to feuds, we should encourage scholarly attention to
collector friendships.

At Winterthur, for example, I read a collector-to-
collector message that was sent from the inner sanctum
of America’s Camelot. It was handwritten on White
House stationery by Jacqueline Kennedy to “Mr. du
Pont” while she was getting her hair done. “Please
forgive the pencil but am under the dryer reading your
article in this month [sic] Antiques,” wrote the woman
responsible for redecorating 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue
and thereby sparking a whole nation’s interest in early
American antiques. “It is so clearly and beautifully
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George Francis Dow. Photo courtesy the Topsfield Histor-
ical Society.

stated—everything one has felt & never been able to
put into words—only you could do that—I would like
to carve it on the Green Room mantel.”?® Actually, what
she had read in the January 1962 issue was a progress
report on the redecorating project, of which du Pont was
chair; it was published within magazine editor Alice
Winchester’s introductory editorial. According to Sally
Bedell Smith’s article “Private Camelot,” published in
the May 2004 issue of Vanity Fair, Mr. du Pont and Mrs.
Kennedy exchanged more than 100 letters over a three-
year period.?!. The other end of the correspondence is
at the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston,
where the name “du Pont, Henry” is listed in the finding
aid to Mrs. Kennedy’s papers.

This friendship is well documented, being between
“famous” collectors, but we should remember, when
measuring fame, that it is an unstable quality. Fame
is fleeting for most touched by it, and the extremes
of neglect and discovery provide plenty of lessons
through the ages. Friendship is a far more valuable
and life-sustaining commodity, and there are plenty of
other collector-friendships whose principals lack name
recognition and are waiting to be discovered, charted,
and analyzed via their papers.

At the American Antiquarian Society in Worcester,
Massachusetts, for example, I have read decades of
letters between two rare book collectors who became
close friends almost exclusively through correspondence.
They rarely saw each other in person. They were
Thomas W. Streeter (1883-1965) of Morristown, New
Jersey, known for his bibliography of Texas and his
work in the field of rare Americana books, and Henry
Raup Wagner (1862-1957) of San Marino, California,
who devoted his collecting life to the bibliography and
scholarship of the American and Spanish-American
West. Through an exchange that bridged two sides of
a nation, someone could make a case, they influenced
each other, and, as a result, our own cultural lives,
because of what they valued and preserved. According
to an online catalog, some of Wagner’s papers are at
the University of California, Berkeley, housed in nine
boxes and seven cartons, and include correspondence
with other bibliophiles, scholars, libraries, et cetera,
relating to his research, and writing on various aspects
of Western and Latin American history. A much larger
percentage, 37 boxes, is at Yale University’s Beinecke
Library. The Beinecke also has the bulk of Streeter’s
papers, contained in 95 boxes.

At the Boston Athenaeum, there are hardbound
volumes of carbon copies of letters by Ogden Codman
Jr. (1863-1951) that express great warmth towards
his collector-friends, including Edith Wharton (1862-
1937). The two coauthored The Decoration of Houses
(1897), a book that reintroduced Classical ideas
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Collector and quasi-dealer William Brownell Goodwin in
1939; his papers are at the Connecticut Historical Society.
The Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. Photo cour-
tesy the Walpole Society.

to Victorian households “crammed with smug and
suffocating upholstery,” to borrow words from the
novelist’s memoir, 4 Backward Glance (1934).22 At a
time in the mid-1920s when Codman was thinking of
buying a major piece of real estate in France, he wrote in
a letter: “But I must get Mrs. Wharton out there, she will
point out all the defects which I had better know before
buying, as after it would be too late. She is a grand old
fault finder, and prevents one from having too good an
idea of one’s belongings.”” Every collector needs a
friend like that, and when she died they had been friends
for 47 years.?

The recipient of Codman’s letter about Mrs. Wharton
was more than a friend. He was family: Ogden’s younger
brother, Thomas Newbold Codman (1868-1963).
Multiple generations of Codmans, including all three
of Ogden’s siblings, were collectors. After settling
in pre-Revolutionary Massachusetts, their forebears
prospered and began acquiring art and antiques, and did
so for nearly 200 years. Maybe other families did, too,
but here’s what made the difference with the Codmans.
When Ogden’s sole-surviving unmarried sister, Dorothy
Sarah Frances May Codman, died at age 85 in 1968,
the family’s estate in the Boston suburban of Lincoln
went, along with its contents, to Historic New England
and is now a visitable property with most of those saved
contents intact. What is more, along with furniture,
paintings, decorative arts, and collectibles of all kinds
comes a literal forest of papers: correspondence, diaries,
financial and legal records, invoices, and inventories
that tell a complicated saga worthy of a television mini-
series. These documents—an estimated 100,000-plus
items—also tell the story of the collections, the merit
of which does not lie in its masterworks, of which
there are, frankly, few. (Ogden’s great-granduncle
Richard Codman [1762-1806] and Ogden’s grandfather
Charles R. Codman [1784-1852] bought most of
the best paintings; Dorothy, by contrast, who was
posthumously described to a Boston Globe reporter by
an estate executor as “very vulnerable, fine-grained and
reclusive,” collected stamps, postcards, seashells—and
Dennis the Menace cartoons.’®) Rather, the value lies
in what this mother lode of papers can tell us about the
general cultural habits of privileged Americans from the
18th through mid-20th centuries.?

To Burn or Not to Burn Collectors’ Papers: The
Families of Lillie P. Bliss, Henry Davis Sleeper, and
Winthrop Kellogg Edey

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that Ogden
Codman Jr.’s letters, in addition to being warm exchanges
with family and friends, repeatedly expressed opinions
about people that were catty to the point of being mean-
spirited. (No wonder he typed them himself instead
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of dictating to a secretary, as Goodwin did.) There are
several such letters about Martha Codman Karolik and
Maxim Karolik, for example. Many readers already
know the story of this collector couple, who married in
1927 after a courtship of a year or less, when Martha
(1858-1948) was 69 years old and Maxim (1893-1963)
was 34. A Romanian-born Orthodox Jew, Maxim had
immigrated to the U.S. five years earlier. A professional
opera singer, he was giving concerts to earn a living
when he met Martha, a music lover and heiress. In time,
the couple became major collectors of Americana and
benefactors of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

“Martha & Karolik have been staying here...and 1
was thankful when they left,” Codman wrote his brother
Thomas about them on May 13, 1928, from one of his
residences in France. “I did not suppose it possible for
her to have grown more tedious and boring but she Aas.
The only good thing I can say for him is that he looked
quite old enough to be a suitable age for her.”® He
went on to say that someone had described Maxim as
“un emmerdeur” (a pain in the ass) and Martha as “une
pomme que ['on aurait laissee trop longtemps dans le
fruitier 5 (an apple left too long at the fruitier’s). “We
really have no common interests nowadays. I no longer
care what she puts in her houses, or what changes she
makes in them. Choosing slip covers for her does not
amuse me in the least....” (She, his cousin, had once been
his client.) “I hate musicians, and Poles, and Russians
t00.”%? All of which of course says much more about
Codman than it does about any qualities that the Karoliks
may have possessed.

No true biography of Ogden Codman Jr. exists,
incidentally. There is only Ogden Codman and the
Decoration of Houses, an exhibition catalog edited by
Pauline C. Metcalf and published in 1988 by the Boston
Athenaeum, one of three venues for the show. Perhaps
someone is working on one; we can only hope.

Since collectors’ acquiring activities inevitably get
intertwined with those of their personal lives, some heirs
destroy papers because they want to protect a loved
one’s privacy. It is believed that the correspondence
of art collector Lillie P. Bliss (1864-1931), cofounder
of New York’s Museum of Modern Art, was burned
by family members after her death. Bliss had a long,
perhaps only platonic relationship with artist Arthur B.
Davies (1862-1928), but he was discovered to have led
a double life, with two spouses, and children by each
woman, when he died of a heart attack in Florence, Italy,
with his common-law wife. Not a good association for
Miss Bliss, it would seem.

Reportedly also destroyed by family members were
the papers of interior designer Henry Davis Sleeper
(1878-1934), creator of Beauport, the Sleeper-McCann
House in Gloucester, Massachusetts, now owned by
Historic New England. It is difficult to find evidence
of a negative, however, so I asked the preservation
organization what it knew about this happenstance, and |
received this e-mailed response: “Team Leader of Visitor
Services Peter Gittleman, Beauport site manager Martha
Van Koevering, and Public Relations Officer Susanna
Crampton...all agree that the following statement
reflects our knowledge of the situation: ‘There has been
speculation that a member of Henry Davis Sleeper’s
family destroyed his papers following his death in 1934.
However, no documentation exists to corroborate this
story.””%0

At least we have The Intimate Letters of Henry Davis
Sleeper to Abram Piatt Andrew, Jr. 1906-1915, edited by
E. Parker Hayden Jr. and Andrew Gray and published by
Historic New England in 1991 when it was still known
as the Society for the Preservation of New England
Antiquities.

The papers of eccentric clock collector Winthrop
Kellogg (“Kelly”’) Edey (1938-1999) hold the promise
of being revealing of an entirely different era. An
independently wealthy, gay man who came out in the
1960s, he bequeathed those papers, along with his clock
collection and research materials, to the Frick Collection
in New York City, where he lived. They include the
diary he started keeping as a boy, which is also when he
began his self-described childhood hobby of collecting
antique timepieces. By age 12, he had 17 clocks and
four watches.*! A precocious lender to museum exhibits,
he was only 34 when some of them were included in
the Met’s Northern European Clocks in New York
Collections, which ran from January 4 through March
28, 1972. In 2001 the Frick displayed some of them in
a single-owner exhibition, The Art of the Timekeeper:
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Masterpieces from the Winthrop Edey Bequest. In 2013
some of them were part of another Frick exhibition,
Precision and Splendor: Clocks and Watches at the
Frick Collection.

Reviewing that most recent show, the Wall Street
Journal's critic called the Frick’s clock collection “one
of the most important in the nation, much of it acquired
through the 1999 bequest of Winthrop Kellogg Edey.”?
(In addition, five clocks were lent to that exhibition by
Horace Wood Brock.) As for the diary, here is what
the New York Times said about it in Edey’s obituary:
“Described as Proustian in its sweep and attention
to detail (Mr. Edey could devote several pages to the
ramifications of a friend’s failure to return a phone
call), the multivolume diary, some of his friends are
convinced, will someday be regarded as an important
social document of New York life. If so, it will be partly
because Mr. Edey traveled in some heady art circles,
befriending the likes of Andy Warhol (who included
Mr. Edey in his 1963 underground movie, The 13 Most
Beautiful Boys) and Robert Mapplethorpe, as well
as prominent gallery owners, museum officials and
collectors.”

Sounds pretty enticing. The Frick says nobody can
look at the diary, however. When asked if Edey had
given the directive along with his bequest or if it was the
museum’s policy, Heidi Rosenau, the Frick’s associate
director of media relations and marketing, wrote in an
e-mail: “The issue of access to [the] papers was set
by the family, not us, and their determination does not
seem to have changed.”* Nor can she vouch for the
accuracy of the Times obituary’s characterization of the
diary. “What the Times said, we can’t confirm per se as |
don’t know if anyone here has read through the diary for
those specific facts,” she wrote in another e-mail.>* “[A]
curator who had read through them suddenly died last
year,” a third e-mail from Rosenau said, “and 1 would
have asked him if I could have.”* As for the obituary
writer himself, Robert McGill Thomas Jr., he cannot be
asked, either. He died in 2000.

If You Want to Donate

So how does a potential donor or donor’s heir know
which institution will want the stuff about the stuff? And
how can one determine which place, in accepting it, will
allocate the funds to process it and make it available
to the public? Institutions with which the collector
already has an affiliation—university, historical society,
research library, museum, either general or specific to
the collection—may make the best repository. Seeing
how they have handled collections in the past is a good
indication of how they will handle the next one they take.
Are there finding aids to help researchers navigate the
papers? Are there regular hours for those researchers?
Is there good lighting, good seating? It makes a big
difference when one is spending hours reading fuzzy
carbons or bad handwriting.

Always open to any collector is, of course, the choice
of giving papers with the proverbial warm hand, not the
cold one—i.e., before one dies. Years ago, [ began giving
my diaries and correspondence to Harvard’s Arthur and
Elizabeth Schlesinger Library on the History of Women
in America at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced
Study. I keep adding to the cartons as the years go by.
(The Schlesinger was interested in them because of
the library’s focus on women, even ordinary women
like me.) Be forewarned, however, that just because a
repository seems well suited to a collector’s stuff doesn’t
mean that the repository will take it. As some readers
may recall, I facilitated the donation of dealer/auctioneer
Cille Blackwood’s papers to the Schlesinger a few years
ago. But recently, when a dealer in 20th-century material
asked me to do the same thing for her, the Schlesinger
said no thank you. As curator of manuscripts Kathryn
Jacob told me later, the library is currently concentrating
on acquiring documentation of the lives of women of
color and of the working class. Someone who fits either
or both of those descriptions—the dealer in 20th-century
objects did not—would have a greater chance of finding
a home for her material at that specialized Harvard
library.

The idea that “collectors’ papers” are today largely
digital is a challenge that archives everywhere are
dealing with. Implementing best practices for digital
archiving is a new and evolving process for cultural
institutions everywhere. The Schlesinger “captures”
my website monthly. Alas, however, most of my postal
correspondence abruptly stopped with my adoption
of e-mail communication circa 1998. I add only a few



actual letters a year, and I find daunting the idea of
printing out e-mails, even important ones. But I know
I should. The increasing dearth of written records is,
no question, a great loss. However, digital records have
great potential, because, unlike written records, they are
so casily searchable. How great it would be to search
keywords in those stores of information and knowledge!

I asked James Moske, managing archivist of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives, how he and his
staff were dealing with the challenge. What procedures
did they have in place? He kindly sent me a prepared
statement, which addressed the Met’s specifics and the
issues in general: “We currently collect on a modest scale
institutional records in digital form, including e-mail of
top leadership, PDF files of Board of Trustee minutes,
excel spreadsheets of curatorial research, and digital
images. We use the Museum’s digital asset management
system, NetX, as a storage repository for this material,
and in that environment take basic preservation steps
such as running fixity checks against file directories.
However, NetX is not a fully functional preservation
system, such as Archivematica or Preservica. I hope
that in years ahead we will deploy one of those systems,
which colleagues at the Museum of Modern Art, the
Art Institute of Chicago, and the Philadelphia Museum
of Art have adopted to manage portions of their digital
records. I also expect that Met archivists will collaborate

with curators of time-based media artwork such as video
and audio recordings, computer art, and hybrid works
that combine these technologies. As an archivist, I
argue that any staff, resources, and systems deployed to
preserve digital art must also be available and adaptable
to preserve archival records.”

Moske implored museum archivists who are newly
entering the profession and are “ambitious to make a
lasting impact in the field” to “pursue every possible
opportunity to gain knowledge, training, and experience
with digital preservation. Museum archives must quickly
develop and implement successful digital preservation
programs in order to advance our mission of saving and
sharing history,” he said.*’

Heirs and other donors may wonder about the privacy
aspect of personal correspondence. Who gets to look
at what? And what about the publication rights of a
collector’s research, undertaken perhaps in anticipation
of producing a book that never got completed? It is
all worked out in your contract with the institution.
(Hence, the case of the Frick and Kelly Edey’s diary.)
An institution owns the physical paper, but the words
themselves can be retained as the property of the creator
or a descendant. In giving my papers when I did, I freed
up space in my study, and yet I also protected myself,
because there is a stipulation that anyone who wants to
read or quote from them in publications has to get my
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permission first.

This has worked out well, and these materials are
already being used, having been featured in several
books, one on girls’ friendships and two on other issues
of young womanhood. I only wish I could say I came off
well in them. Unfortunately, each author has managed
to find my least flattering moments, and to portray my
most selfish and whiniest selves. Not that they didn’t
have every right to do so. But let me be clear: being a
living donor of one’s papers is not for the vain. True,
the authors have given me pseudonyms, but I still know
who I am. In fact, this knowledge of self has been one
of the unexpected personal benefits of letting people use
my papers before I’'m dead. I also have the comfort of
knowing that my words may be helping other people
come to understandings of their own selves. In the case
of collectors, whose psychology, despite studies like
Werner Muensterberger’s Collecting: An Unruly Passion
(1994), is still so little understood, may 1 suggest that
this is probably the greatest contribution that donors of
papers can make to our world?

Jeanne Schinto, a longtime M.A.D. contributor,
lives in Andover, Massachusetts. You may reach
her through the contact page of her website (www.
jeanneschinto.com).
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