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Joel M. Hoffman 

Defining the Wolfsonian Collection through Objects, 
Presentations, and Perceptions 

Joel Hoffman is vice-director for education and program development at the Brooklyn 
Museum of Art. He formerly served as associate director for programs and administration at 
The Wolfsonian-Florida International University, where he oversaw the institution's research 
fellowship program and other educational activities. Hoffman holds a Ph.D. in art history 
from Yale University. 

W ehen my former colleagues and I began planning this issue 

of The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts, the first 

dedicated to research emanating from The Wolfsonian, we 
deliberated the merits of an essay describing the institution's collection. 

The other essays in this volume could, of course, address only a small 

sampling of objects, themes, and methodologies. And, as it turned out, 
the contributions gleaned from individuals who had conducted research 9 
on the collection were very much skewed toward material culture of the 

1930s, particularly in Italy and America. We thus wondered whether this 

volume could accurately communicate The Wolfsonian's enormous 

potential for supporting research without an overview of its extraordinary 
resources. We agreed that it would be difficult, and perhaps uninteresting, 
to describe the collection. Was it even important? I believed that an 

openly interpretive or subjective description would be valuable, and have 

sought to analyze some of the various definitions of The Wolfsonian's 

holdings as constructed in press coverage, in outside research, and in exhi- 

bitions, publications, and programs of the museum. This essay is in no 

way intended as a definitive account of the collection. I have simply 
selected themes of personal interest in an attempt to clarify something 
that eludes objective classification. 

It is appropriate to acknowledge my deep connection to the subject at hand, 

having served as an employee first of The Wolfsonian and then of The 

Wolfsonian-Florida International University, when Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 

(b. 1939) donated his collection and the building that houses it to the 

State of Florida. I oversaw public and academic programs and enjoyed 
Detail of Renato Bertelli's the opportunity of working with a rich collection and the institution it 
Profilo continuo del Duce fostered. On the one hand, I am extremely close to the material and am 
(Continuous Profile of 
Mussolini), 1933. 
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fig. 1 

(right) 
Looking Back at the 
"World of Tomorrow": 

Programs on the 1939 
New York World's Fair, 
promotional brochure for 
The Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
October 1998. Designed 
by Jacques Auger Design 
Associates, Inc. 

fig. 2 

(far right) 
Program calendar for 
The Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
January-April 2000. 

Designed by Jacques Auger 
Design Associates, Inc. 
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the general public. While exhibitions have been documented in catalogues, 
the history of educational programming is recorded in the museum's 

promotional materials (figs. 1 and 2). On the other hand, I am struck by 
the extent to which my job did not involve direct contact with objects, 
but revolved more around the concepts of their presentation and relevance 
in an institutional setting. Although I have set out to analyze the collection 

critically, my views are biased by fondness for the subject and my former 

colleagues who created a valued base of scholarship - and by my admiration 
for Mitchell Wolfson Jr. I am, as a 1992 Miami Herald article described 
Wolfsonian staff, among the "many who owe Wolfson parts of their careers."' 

To paraphrase the museum's original mission statement, The Wolfsonian 
was formed in 1986 to oversee the collection, preservation, research, and 

interpretation of material culture of the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth 
centuries. Although the museum has acquired objects from various sources, 

particular emphasis has, understandably, been placed on the Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, given its status as the basis and bulk of the whole. 
Until 1996, The Wolfsonian included Wolfson's holdings in Genoa, which 
consist of approximately eight thousand items from Italy and elsewhere 
in Europe. Although that office is no longer officially connected with the 
Miami Beach museum, the two maintain an intellectual and spiritual link. 
Some of the studies in this volume take advantage of both collections, 

providing a model for ongoing collaboration.2 

With regard to quantity, volume, and value, those items donated by 
Mitchell Wolfson Jr. easily constitute virtually all of The Wolfsonian's 
collection at this time. John Barry, a Miami Herald reporter who 

1. John Barry, "The Collector," Miami Herald, 20 December 1992, 1J. 
2. At present the Genoa collection is on long-term loan to the Fondazione Regionale 

Cristotfro Colombo. 
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fig. 3 
(below, right) 
Interior of the Miami 
Beach Woman's Club, 
designed by Russell 
Pancoast, 1933. 
Photograph by Thomas 
Delbeck, 2000. Donated 
to The Wolfsonian in 1995. 

fig. 4 
(below, far right) 
Attributed to W. H. Knapp, 
Exhibit Builders, Inc., 
sketches for various 
displays, mat board, 
graphite, color crayon, 
paper, 61 x 48 cm, c. 1962. 
The Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 
Gift of Exhibit Builders, Inc. 

published a series of articles on The Wolfsonian in 1992, described the 

collection's genesis: 

As he travels, Wolfson collects, a hobby that began during boyhood trips 
with his parents, when he started what is said to be the largest key ring 
in the world, bearing more than 5,000 keys to hotel rooms and ocean- 

liner cabins.3 

As an adult, Barry explained, Wolfson "traveled across Europe on personal 

scavenger hunts for old books, furniture, machines, figurines, glassware, 
even pieces of buildings."4 According to Barry, "some experts say the 

collection owes its specialness, its extraordinariness, to the fact that it was 

amassed by a single person," while others consider that characteristic to 

be "limiting."5 Though Micky Wolfson once purchased whatever he 

pleased, his proposed gifts are now subject to staff review. This ensures 

the "appropriateness" and "necessity" of collection additions, but the 

review process necessarily "constrains" the founder's vision. We will see 

below that Wolfson's identity, whether by its inclusion or exclusion, is 

central to that of the collection. 

Over the years, a number of important items and collections have been 

donated to The Wolfsonian by others, particularly now that the institution 

is in the public trust. Gifts have included the Miami Beach Woman's Club 

facility (fig. 3); the rich archive of the prominent designers Florida National 

Exhibits/Exhibit Builders Inc. (fig. 4); and drawings, prints, and paintings 

by the American Ashcan-era artist Alexander Z. Kruse (1888-1972). 

=':e X X ~~~~~~~~~~~~Z~ 

_* ,173 +4~~~~~s~ 

e :,,0- Ah' t'f'.#. * K K~~~~~~LI~~LC 

3. John Barry, "Invincible Man: The Myth and the Museum," Miami Herald, 20 September 1992, 
4J. Micky Wolfson maintains that his collection is actually the second largest. 

4. Barry, "The Collector." 

5. Barry, "Invincible Man," 4-5J. 
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Donations from individuals other than Wolfson serve 
to legitimate the museum's status as a public entity and 
allow The Wolfsonian to diversify its holdings. On the 

contrary, objects are sometimes offered and generally 
accepted only if they complement existing collections, 
thereby perpetuating already-dominant themes. As 
Exhibit Builders, Inc. had played a pivotal role in cre- 

ating Florida's world's fair exhibits, for example, their 
donation strengthened The Wolfsonian's focus in this 
area.6 Likewise, after accepting a portion of the 
Alexander Kruse collection, The Huntington in San 

Marino, California, facilitated the offer of the artist's 

overtly political works to The Wolfsonian, based on the 
latter museum's related holdings. The Kruse donation 
included a drawing of Kaiser Wilhelm as a mature 

kangaroo, with Adolph Hitler as the joey in his pouch 
(fig. 5). For our colleagues at The Huntington, this 
work seemed patently "Wolfsonian." 

fig. 5 
Alexander Z. Kruse, Two 

Generations, tempera on 

paper board, 114 x 88 cm 

framed, 1936. The 
Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 
Gift of Mrs. Kathreen 
Kruse in memory of 
Martin Alexander Kruse. 

Although this essay does not focus on objective description of the collection, 
I do feel compelled to provide some empirical data at the outset. Chrono- 

logical and geographical parameters are probably most essential to 

understanding the collection's identity in the broad sense, for the vast 

majority of artifacts date to the period 1885 to 1945 and hail from North 
America and Europe. The nations most comprehensively represented are 
the United States, Great Britain, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and 

Russia/the former Soviet Union. Objects include furniture, industrial 

design and decorative arts, rare books, periodicals, ephemera, works on 

paper, paintings, textiles, and medals. 

To explain the sixty-year framework for the collection, The Wolfsonian's 
1995 exhibition catalogue, Designing Modernity, defined 1885 as "the age 
of New Imperialism, the peak of Europe's political and economic hegemony 
over the rest of the world." The collection's theoretical end date of 1945 
is clearly linked to the conclusion of World War II.7 William Booth, writing 
for the Washington Post, opined that The Wolfsonian's period "tracks 
the tremendous transformation of the world from the agrarian to the 
industrial... the rise of mass communication..., mass transportation... and 
mass movements, such as fascism and communism."8 Just a few years ago, 
Wolfsonian director Cathy Leff characterized the collection as particularly 
well suited to the community in which it resides, stating: "This collection 

6. See the author's research on Exhibit Builders, Inc., in "From Augustine to Tangerine: Florida 
at the U.S. World's Fairs," The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts 23 (1998): 58-82. 

7. Peggy Loar, "Preface," in Designing Modernity: The Arts of Reform and Persuasion, 1885-1945, 
ed. Wendy Kaplan (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 8. 

8. William Booth, "A Museum Takes Shape, Buy and Buy," Washington Post, 12 November 1995. 
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fig. 6 
Installation view of the 
exhibition Print, Power, 
and Persuasion: Graphic 
Design in Germany, 
1890-1945, The 
Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, 2000. 

Photograph by Thomas 
Delbeck, 2000. The image 
on the far right depicts an 
anti-Hitler poster produced 
at the conclusion of 
World War II. 

couldn't be a better fit for Miami-Dade County. We're a 20th century city 
and everything in the collection is about the themes that drove the 20th 

century..."' Comfortably ensconced in the twenty-first century, we must 
now consider the implications of working with a collection that dates to 
an earlier century in the previous millennium: what was once the recent 

past now seems significantly more distant. In addition, one might argue 
that the end date of 1945 is arbitrary, artificial, and sometimes frustrating. 
Note, for example, that most every Wolfsonian narrative on German 
culture inevitably culminates in the catastrophic Third Reich, providing 
little evidence of that nation's postwar evolution -including the 2000 
exhibition Print, Power, and Persuasion (fig. 6). Various stakeholders have 
likewise questioned the institution's chronological and geographical focus, 

envisioning a broader collection with potentially even greater interest 
to a local community that is focused more on contemporary culture and 
Latin America than on a Eurocentric past. Moreover, as Wolfsonian 
staff contemplate the museum's future, they are faced with the challenge 
of determining whether the collection will drive the institution or vice 
versa. In other words, will The Wolfsonian continue to derive its identity 
primarily from the collection of a single individual or will the institutional 
mission broaden the objects and issues addressed? 

As early as 1992, founding director Peggy Loar observed, "There isn't 

any reason why this concept couldn't go into the 1950s or 1960s."'1 

9. "Cathy Leff Pilots Activities at FIU's Wolfsonian Museum," Miami Today, 15 April 1999, 5. 

10. Barry, "Invincible Man," 5J. 
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fig. 7 
(right) 
James Lamb, cabinet, 
ebonized mahogany, 
calamander, amboyna 
veneer, ivory, boxwood, 
brass, glass, leather, and 
gilt, 102 x 170 x 40 cm, 
c. 1875. The Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, 
The Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

fig. 8 
(above, far right) 
Radio lamp model 
no. 1260, Mitchell 

Manufacturing Co., Ltd., 
phenolic resin base 
and white glass, 1950. 
The Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
Collection, The 
Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

fig. 9 
(below) 
Artist unknown, Orientals 
Using Obsolete Modes 
of Transport, poster, 
31 x 53 cm, n.d. The 
Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
Collection, The 
Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

Micky Wolfson, too, has considered this possibility. According to Miami 
New Times writer Judy Cantor, at the press preview of the museum's 

inaugural exhibition, Wolfson "announced that perhaps he should have 
extended the scope of his collection beyond 1945 to encompass the 
Cold War period, ending with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989." " The 

prospects for collecting, or at least exhibiting, materials of the Cold War, 
the information age, and more specifically the Cuban revolution and the 

body-oriented design culture of south Miami Beach are appealing to some, 

including me. But the prevailing logic holds that limited funding, staff, 
and space render broad expansion of the collection impractical, and even 

irresponsible, at this point. And as virtual museums, online collections, and 

global consortia redefine the field, the wisdom or necessity of developing 
the collection in an entirely new area is certainly questionable. 

A number of objects already do fall outside of the often-repeated parameters 
of date and national origin. The Wolfsonian's world's fair holdings, for 

example, begin with the Great Exhibition of 1851 at London's Crystal 

11. Judy Cantor, "Thoroughly Modern Micky," Miami New Times, 23-29 November 1995, 59. 
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fig. io 

(above) 
Keshawa Dewadi, 
Mahatma Gandhi Leading 
the Oppressed People 
ofthe World to Salvation, 
gouache on paper, 
33 x 48 cm, 1943. 
The Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 

Collection, The 
Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

fig. 11 

(below) 
Sample architectural 
ornament from 

Ahmedabad, India, late 
nineteenth to early 
twentieth century. 
The Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
Collection, The 
Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

Palace. Many other pieces push the parameters more subtly, such as the 
1870s cabinet by James Lamb (fig. 7) and the 1950 radio lamp by 
Mitchell Manufacturing Co. of Canada (fig. 8). There also are objects 
from Asia, Australia, and South America. Some works represent relatively 
isolated "exceptions to the rule," including an undated Chinese poster 
showing obsolete modes of transport (fig. 9) and a brilliantly colored 
Indian gouache, Mahatma Gandhi Leading the Oppressed People of the 
World to Salvation (fig. 10). Others form part of more substantial 

collections, such as the assemblage of late nineteenth- to early twentieth- 

century sample architectural ornaments from Ahmedabad, India (fig. 11); 
diverse materials commemorating the opening of Australia's Sydney 
Harbour Bridge in 1932 (fig. 12); or the many Peruvian medals on the 

inauguration of train lines in that nation. 

Within the generally agreed-upon boundaries of time and place, several 
thematic or canon-related strengths 

|l - ' 8}ttK+ 1g8 ~ may be identified. The Wolfsonian 

} :1^^I :J holds a large collection of objects 

|' "WYj ,2/3!9kn^ "associated with the Aesthetic and 

jT,i i(' h L;'J Arts and Crafts movements in 

A ̂  iL'''7- . 1M1. - Britain. It also possesses noteworthy 
i~: 
'i: :~'i~/i 

:3' : 
, .holdings of Nieuwe Kunst and Stile 

L ,aJvvjl c\,'^iJV/, t . Floreale, the manifestations of Art 
vt ^?\/P(^! rtNouveau in the Netherlands and 
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fig. 1t2 

Sydney Harbour Bridge, 
photograph by Deane and 
Small Ltd., 20 X 25 cm, 
c. 1932. The Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, 
The Wolfsonian -Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

From the United States, industrial design objects and materials produced 
16 under the New Deal emerge as significant nodes of interest. Dominant 

themes include urbanism and architecture, transportation and travel, 
advertising and political propaganda, labor, and world's fairs and exposi- 
tions. According to the Miami Herald's John Dorschner: 

What the Wolfsonian has is...well, the stuff Micky bought. He liked 

Spanish. He dislikes abstract and surreal art, so there are no recognitions 
of Picasso or Dali. He doesn't like stark modernism, so he avoided the 
Bauhaus material. 12 

However, in defining the collection by the themes, movements, and nations 
most strongly represented, one runs the risk of perpetuating a narrow 

understanding of The Wolfsonian' s holdings. Because exhibitions, programs, 

engendered more research on these familiar areas rather than on those 
that are less well known. 

Although it is difficult (and perhaps not that useful) to do, one can attempt 
to quantify the collection, for size seems to matter, either because it's 

genuinely important or just because it's a cultural obsession. In the past, 
those commenting on the collection's quantitative aspects sometimes 

12. John Dorschner, "What Hath Micky Bought?," Tropic, Miami Herald, 29 October 1995, cover, 6. 
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fig. 13 
One sheet from King 
Farouk's matchbook cover 
collection, objects from 
1920-1965. The Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, 
The Wolfsonian -Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 
This collection contains 
more than eight thousand 
match book covers. 
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referenced its staggering rate of growth - its velocity - rather than its 
size. Peggy Loar, for example, said of Wolfson in 1992: "He's just unable 
to resist wonderful things. That is both delicious and a problem-our 
acquisition rate on a monthly basis, including rare books, is close to 300 

objects."" Most would agree that The Wolfsonian's collection as a whole 
is large relative to the number of items the institution can exhibit, publish, 
or even share with scholars in the next several decades. From an adminis- 
trative perspective, Wolfsonian director Cathy Leff recently stated: 
"The collection is vast. While we have it all catalogued, its interpretation 
and documentation really requires work by the scholarly community."14 

Compared to the collections of other internationally known museums, 
The Wolfsonian's is arguably modest. For more than a decade, Wolfsonian- 

generated literature had described the collection as having seventy thousand 
items. Recently the museum has increased that number to seventy-eight 
thousand, comprising twenty-eight thousand objects and fifty thousand 

books, periodicals, pieces of ephemera, and archival works. This data is 

based, partly, on accession numbers assigned by the museum, but some 

single records represent myriad objects, such as the collection of approxi- 
mately eight thousand matchbook covers gathered by King Farouk of 

Egypt beginning in the 1940s (fig. 13) or the approximately thirty 
volumes of Wiener Werkstatte textiles, containing thousands of swatches. 
One may contend that size is moot, as only those objects of interest to a 

given individual at a given time actually count, unless that person is a 
collections manager or an insurance underwriter. And how does a massive 
sideboard compare with a matchbook in this ambiguously quantified 
inventory? In terms of physical storage, movement, display, and monetary 

13. "Peggy Loar Readies Wolfson Collcction for Public View...," Miami Today, 31 December 1992. 

14. "Cathy Leff Pilots Activities at FIU's Wolfsonian Museum," 4. 
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fig. 14 
(opposite page, above) 
Installation view of 
Uncommon Clay at 
Miami-Dade Community 
College, 1985. The 
Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
Collection of Decorative 
and Propaganda Arts. 
In the foreground lies the 
glazed terra cotta window 
grille from the Norris 
Theatre, Norristown, 
Pennsylvania, now part of 
The Wolfsonian's lobby. 

fig. 15 
(opposite page, below) 
Installation view of 
Light Opera at 
Miami-Dade Community 
College, 1987. The 
Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
Collection of Decorative 
and Propaganda Arts. 

fig. 16 
(above) 
Installation view of the 
Agostino Lauro room 
in Stile Floreale at 
Miami-Dade Community 
College, 1988. The 
Wolfsonian Foundation. 

value, the two are, in most cases, 
worlds apart. In terms of their potential 
research interest and the number of 

bytes they consume in a computerized 
collections management system, the 

two are more or less equal. 

c u of .aIn the realm of interpretive definition, 

C|l i ' 
Wolfsonian programs, promotional 
materials, and institutional statements 

and media reactions to them -have 

played a critical role in shaping public 

perceptions in Miami and beyond. 
nal exh-ib Mitchell Wolfson Jr.'s collection was 

first shown at the downtown Miami 

campus of Miami-Dade Community 
College prior to the formation of the museum. Catalogues from the nine 

exhibitions held at this location provide illustrations of and access to what 

were then his personal holdings. Among the exhibitions mounted at the 

college were Modern Glass, Public Works, Uncommon Clay, Style of Empire, 

Light Opera, and The Great World's Fairs and Expositions (figs. 14 and 15). 
All of these were curated by Stephen Neil Greengard (1952-1997). The 

final exhibition of the Wolfson collection at the college was Stile Floreale 

(fig. 16), organized by The Wolfsonian and curated by Gabriel Weisberg, 
a professor of art history at the University of Minnesota. The catalogues 
from these exhibitions demonstrate that the presentation of Micky Wolfson's 

collection at Miami-Dade Community College followed a variety of 

methodological models. According to author John Malcolm Brinnin, 

objects in at least the first of these exhibitions, America's Futurist Vision, 
were "certified by no philosophy but that of the man who chose them."'5 

In retrospect, The Wolfsonian's then-director Peggy Loar deemed the 

potential at the college limiting. She felt that "without the ability and 

funding to develop serious educational components, the collection seemed 

esoteric, irrelevant and distant to the students."' 16 

Q: 

19 

With the launch of The Wolfsonian as an independent entity on Miami 

Beach, the collection was often described by its proponents -Micky 
Wolfson and the Wolfsonian staff- as one formed and understood by 

methodology rather than content. This methodology has consistently 
revolved around the nexus between material objects and society. The 

Wolfsonian's original mission statement, for example, proclaimed the 

museum's focus on the meaning of objects as agents and expressions of 

the cultural, political, and technological changes that have transformed 

15. John Malcolm Brinnin, "Mitchell Wolfson Jr.: The Man and His Mission," 
The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts 10 (Fall 1988): 80-82. 

16. "Peggy Loar Readies Wolfson Collection for Public View." 
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fig. 17 the world. A brochure advised prospective members that "the Wolfsonian's 
Installation view of goal is to educate all audiences about the ways design has served as a 

20 The Arts of Reform and 
Persuasion, 1885-1945, reflection of societal values and as an active force in the shaping of human Persuasion, 1885-1945, 
The Wolfsonian, experience."" And the broadside describing Wolfsonian fellowship 
Miami Beach, Florida, opportunities, which I reissued several times, encouraged "projects that 
1995. Photograph 
1995y Sten Brook. examine the aesthetics, production, use, and cultural significance" of objects, by Steven Brooke. 

"supporting a multidisciplinary approach to research and publication."'8 
The authors whose essays follow demonstrate these principles, variously 
combining the visual analysis of objects and what historian Dennis Doordan 
calls their "design strategies," with exploration of biography, human 

behavior, and broader historical phenomena.'9 Those who do not adhere 
to this "flexible dogma" generally have limited interest in The Wolfsonian, 

preferring instead to study collections more likely to support more tradi- 
tional art historical inquiry. 

Micky Wolfson himself defined the collection as rich in ideas rather than 
artistic masterpieces. According to John Barry, Wolfson explained, "I was 
bored awfully soon with contemporary art," continuing, "and I couldn't 
afford the old masters in paintings. I wasn't interested in art for art's sake, 
but as it reflects man's aspirations." In a later article, Barry appropriated 

17. "A Special Invitation," Wolfsonian membership brochure, c. 1995. 

18. "The Wolfsonian Research Center," Wolfsonian brochure, c. 1994. 

19. Dennis Doordan described various design strategies in a Wolfsonian-sponsored workshop for 
faculty at Florida International University, 2 March 2000. 
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Wolfson's interpretation of the collection as his own, stating, "It breaks 
the rules of museum collecting and sets a new standard of value for 
artifacts: The beauty of objects is irrelevant; their value lies in what they 
say about us."20 Unconvinced of this anti-aesthetic position on the eve 
of the museum's official inauguration, Miami-based critic Beth Dunlop 
(guest editor of the Florida Theme Issue of The Journal of Decorative and 

Propaganda Arts) recast Wolfson and his collection in a slightly more 
conventional fashion for readers of Elle Decor: 

Initially, Wolfson says, he accumulated "objects reflecting a historic 

political context," which even included Nazi and Fascist propaganda. 
At that time he did not think of himself as a patron of the arts... 
"I was mad for history," he says. "I was not interested in aesthetics at 

all." But the aesthetics - and a sense of purpose - followed...21 

Clearly, Dunlop was on the mark, for a great many of the objects would 
be deemed beautiful - classically so or otherwise - as well as meaningful. 

Despite the apparent consonance between collector and collection, Micky 
Wolfson was distinctly absent from interpretation surrounding The Arts 

of Reform and Persuasion, 1885-1945, the museum's first major exhibition 
in its renovated Miami Beach facility, which fully opened in November 
1995. Of this exhibition curated by Wendy Kaplan -former Wolfsonian 
staff member and current chief curator of decorative arts at the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art -Herald journalist Barry wrote: 21 

This is the first time Wolfson will be answerable for his acquisitions to 

anyone but himself, the first time he will allow others to oversee a treasure 
that so intimately reflects his personal vision.22 

The Arts of Reform and Persuasion legitimated Wolfson's holdings by placing 
them in a coherent and compelling historical narrative. This distanced the 

collection from its roots as a personal treasure trove -or what Wolfson 
once called "a self-portrait."23 

The seamless narrative was divided into three sections, all examining 
"design at the height of the industrial age in the context of social, techno- 

logical, and aesthetic issues."24 The first, "Confronting Modernity," 
focused on the period between 1885 and World War I, and analyzed 
various design and reform movements that grappled with modernity, 
some embracing it, others resisting it. Among the topics addressed were 
the Arts and Crafts movement, Romantic Nationalism, Art Nouveau, 
and the German Werkbund (fig. 17). The second section, "Celebrating 

20. Barry, "Invincible Man," 1J. 
21. Beth Dunlop, "One Man's Passion," Elle Decor (October 1995): 112. 

22. Barry, "Invincible Man," 4J. 
23. Brinnin, "Mitchell Wolfson Jr.," 82. 

24. The Arts of Reform and Persuasion, 1885-1945, exhibition brochure, November 1995. 
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fig. 18 
(right) 
Installation view of 
The Arts of Reform and 
Persuasion, 1885-1945, 
The Wolfsonian, Miami 
Beach, 1995. Photograph 
by Steven Brooke. 

fig. 19 
(below) 
Cover of Designing i 
Modernity: TheArts 
of Reform and 

(New York: Thames 
and Hudson, 1995). 

Modernity," examined the promotion of industrial progress in the 1920s 
and 1930s through advertisements, utilitarian objects, and other works 

(fig. 18). The final section, "Manipulating Modernity: Political Persuasion," 

explored the arts of propaganda from World War I through the end of 

World War II, notably in New Deal America, Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, 
and the Soviet Union. 

22 The exhibition consisted almost exclusively of objects culled from Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr.'s holdings. The text panels and accompanying brochure, 

however, did not mention the fact that The Arts of Reform and Persuasion 
was not simply an overview of the period but rather the layering of an 

interpretive framework over a collection that reflected one man's vision 

and predilections. Although the relationship between aesthetics and politics 
was explored throughout the exhibition, the narrative flow -culminating 
in propaganda items - subtly suggested a shift in emphasis from the former 

to the latter over the period 1885 to 1945. To some extent this shift 
reflected the collection's strengths, while creating a meaningful and 

comprehensible experience for visitors unfamiliar with either Wolfsonian 

objects or methodologies. The narrative exclusion of Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
was, no doubt, predicated on the museum's 

C : . t 
.> desire to provide an opportunity for address- 
- X\' & fing the broad intellectual implications of 

his collection. But as The Wolfsonian 
Z i? r tyu > strove for recognition as a public institution, 

03 | j this exclusion also reflected concern about 
__-- S;~a9the fact that its collection was then privately 

0 _fl s O owned by Wolfson. The Arts of Reform and 
Persuasion and its award-winning catalogue 

s i~?-94 ;~?lll?^.~;i~ a ~ r (fig. 19) provided not only the general 
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fig. 20 

(above) 
Installation view of Art 
and Design in the Modern 
Age: Selections from the 
Wolfsonian Collection, 
opened 1996. Photograph 
by Thomas Delbeck, 1997. 

fig. 21 

(above, far right) 
Installation view of Art 
and Design in the Modern 
Age: Selections from the 
Wolfsonion Collection, 
opened 1996, showing 
a gallery dedicated to 
world's fairs and interna- 
tional expositions. 
Photograph by Thomas 
Delbeck, 1997. 

fig. 22 

(below, right) 
Renato Bertelli, Profilo 
continuo del Duce 
(Continuous Profile of 
Mussolini), bronzed terra- 
cotta, 1933. The Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, 
The Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

fig. 23 
(far right) 
Walter Dorwin Teague, 
Nocturne, radio, model no. 
1186, glass, metal, wood, 
c. 1936. The Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, 
The Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

public -in South Florida and at the various venues to which it traveled- 
but also staff and prospective researchers, a potent template for 

understanding the collection. 

The Wolfsonian's evolving permanent exhibition, Art and Design in the 
Modern Age: Selectionsfrom the Wolfsonian Collection, offers interesting 
parallels and contrasts. Curated by Marianne Lamonaca and designed by 
Richard Miltner-now, respectively, The Wolfsonian's assistant director 
for exhibitions and curatorial affairs and its exhibition designer- the 
installation opened in 1996 and is periodically updated. Art and Design in 
the Modern Age is organized into fourteen thematic galleries, addressing 
such familiar topics as technology, transportation, labor, urbanism, colo- 

nialism, world's fairs, advertising, and political propaganda. By definition, 
this permanent exhibition unfolds as a well-organized sampling of collection 

objects rather than a seamless narrative (figs. 20 and 21). Similarly, its title, 
unlike that of the inaugural exhibition, does not define a broad historical 

thesis, but acknowledges that the exhibition is constrained by the collection 
from which it is drawn. Although Art and Design in the Modern Age is 
mounted in the galleries created for The Arts of Reform and Persuasion, 
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fig. 24 
Harry Clarke, stained 
glass window for the 
International Labor 
Building, League 
of Nations, Geneva 
(commissioned 1926, 
completed 1930). 
The Mitchell Wolfson Jr. 
Collection, The 
Wolfsonian-Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

initially it included no objects from the inaugural exhibition, for these 

were touring the nation. In planning the permanent exhibition, it was not 

difficult to identify three hundred "new" objects, but it was clear that many 
of The Wolfsonian's most obvious "treasures" had already been showcased. 

Over the years, some visitors have nostalgically requested that selected 

objects from the inaugural exhibition be returned to public view, including 
Renato Bertelli's (1900-1974) Continuous Profile of Mussolini (fig. 22). 
Staff have begun to fulfill this desire by integrating into the permanent 
exhibition such favorites as Walter Dorwin Teague's (1883-1960) spectac- 
ular blue-hued Nocturne radio (fig. 23) and Irishman Harry Clarke's 

(1889-1931) eight-panel stained glass window created for the League of 

Nations (fig. 24). Much more common, however, is the public's request 
that curators make accessible The Wolfsonian's storage areas or that they 

display uninterpreted object assemblages as a means of better sharing the 
collection. This hunger for more objects is predicated on the perception that 

the collection is unfathomably large relative to the number of objects on 

view at any time -a condition not uncommon among collecting museums. 

While it is essential to consider exhibitions when defining the collection, 

understanding the role of The Wolfsonian's founder, Mitchell Wolfson Jr., 
is central. A number of critics and historians have perpetuated the institu- 

tion's perspective on the cultural meaning of objects while also decisively 
inserting Micky Wolfson into the mix. Such commentators, understandably, 
have attributed the character of the collection to its "chief acquisitor." 
Notable in this respect was Victor Margolin, whose review of Designing 

Modernity appeared in a special volume of the research periodical Design 
Issues dedicated to the museum and its period. Entitled "Micky Wolfson's 

Cabinet of Wonders: From Private Passion to Public Purpose," Margolin's 

essay commenced with an assessment of Wolfson's methodology for 

creating the collection. He described the three methods for amassing 

objects defined by museologist Susan Pearce: systematics, fetishism, and 

souvenir collecting. Margolin concluded that systematics, "an attempt to 

represent an ideology," was the model behind The Wolfsonian's collection, 
and the ideology he identified in the Miami Beach museum was that of 

using objects to tell the story of the cultures that produced them. He 

also acknowledged, however, that there was more to Micky Wolfson's 

collection than didactic intent, writing, "Beneath the pronouncements 
of his collection's cultural significance, there is a powerful desire to annex 

things that appeal to him for highly personal reasons." Margolin further 

remarked that Wolfson's accumulation of Nazi and Italian Fascist materials 

was intriguing, particularly "because he is Jewish." Whether, in fact, Wolfson 

actively identifies with or practices Judaism was not addressed by Margolin 
in his quest to contextualize the collection. Although he noted that other 

museums and libraries around the world have collected these often-shunned 

24 
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materials, Margolin described Wolfson's perspective as unique in its com- 
bination of "a strong sense of aesthetic value with a keen awareness of an 

object's historical significance."25 

Margolin was, by no means, alone in having commented on Micky Wolfson's 
interest in materials from Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. These items 
have consistently captured the attention of both scholars and the general 
public and are important in understanding Wolfson and his collection. 
Not surprisingly, the German holdings have aroused more controversy 
than their Italian counterparts. For while it is one thing to acknowledge 
the awesome design sensibility of those endorsing dictatorship, it is 
another to do so for those enacting genocide. Following such works as 
Daniel Goldhagen's bestseller, Hitler's Willing Executioners-with its 
thesis of broad German complicity in the Holocaust -growing interest 
in the study of Nazi design is to be anticipated. Gregory Maertz of the 

English department at St. John's University in Jamaica, Queens, New 

York, has undertaken the most extensive analysis of this issue with regard 
to The Wolfsonian's collection. In his perceptive study, Maertz analyzed 
Wolfson's methods and motivations for amassing Nazi artifacts, providing 
information about the collection through its collector. Maertz conducted 
three interviews with Wolfson in 1998 and gathered these in a manuscript 
entitled "Museumizing Nazi Artifacts and Challenging Traditional 
Museum Culture: A Conversation with Mitchell Wolfson Jr." 

Questioning the sanitizing exclusion of Nazi art from twentieth-century 
canons, Maertz observed that Wolfson sought to subvert the idealized 

fantasy of mainstream collectors and curators: 

In place of the established hierarchy of cultural artifacts, in which the 
fine arts enjoy the dominant position, The Wolfsonian validates the 

universality of all artisanship, including that of objects tainted by associa- 
tion with Nazism. In contrast to curators in Germany, where trafficking 
in Nazi artifacts remains illegal...Wolfson has consistently maintained 
that such objects are worthy of study and should be made accessible...26 

Maertz also provided the most significant documentation to date of 

Micky Wolfson's view of the collection. What emerges is Wolfson's 
fascination with recent history and its vicissitudes, his desire -familiar 

to those who know him -to agitate others into seeing things differently, 
and his commitment to preserve the past through material culture. In 
these interviews, Wolfson also described the museum's methodology of 
contextualism as proprietary, stating in his customarily provocative manner: 

25. Victor Margolin, "Micky Wolfson's Cabinet of Wonders: From Private Passion to Public Purpose," 
Design Issues 13 (Spring 1997): 67-69. 

26. Gregory Maertz, "Museumizing Nazi Artifacts and Challenging Traditional Museum Culture: 
A Conversation with Mitchell Wolfson Jr.," manuscript, 1999. 
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The faith has been taken up by the believers and so the "religion," if you 
want, is established. And there are converts now, people who once didn't 
believe but who believe now, and as I go to museums all over the world 
I hear the liturgy, the language of our faith, that of "Wolfsonianism," and 
I see attempts being made to bring materials in line, methodologically 
and ideologically, with the context in which we operate.7 

With regard to his interest in National Socialism and other manifestations 
of fascism, Wolfson compellingly argues that the recording of history is 

necessarily prejudiced, and that no written account has provided a satisfactory 
explanation of Hitler's rise to power. Artifacts, on the contrary, he feels, 
"don't lie," but rather hold the power to provide answers to this and 
other historical conundrums. Maertz, like Margolin, raised the issue of 
Wolfson's religious identity and its relationship to the collection. But his 
intense scrutiny revealed that Wolfson's sense of spirituality is not confined 
to a single religion but, like the collection, informed by an abiding 
intellectual relativism. Micky Wolfson's strongest statement to this effect 
comes toward the end of the Maertz interviews, when he more or less 
retracts the institution's methodological position on the collection and its 

formation, stating: "I'm not trying to influence or impose an interpretation 
on the viewer's encounter with the collection. I'm simply the agent of 
this encounter."28 

Despite Wolfson's articulate demeanor, some journalists, writing from a 
more populist angle, have portrayed him as eccentric and have characterized 
the collection as his assemblage of oddities. From the institution's perspec- 
tive, these critics have missed the point. Micky Wolfson comments instead, 
"I like the bad reviews even more than the good ones, especially when they 
personally attack me. A bad review stirs me up and gives me a challenge."29 
For me, the review most memorable in this regard was a November 1995 
reference in the New York Times Magazine. In an article entitled "How 

They Spend It," Peter Passell assigned a noteworthy example of consump- 
tion to each letter of the alphabet. The letter "J" he reserved for "Junk," 
the term he used to characterize The Wolfsonian's collection. Attributing 
the collection to Wolfson's lavish expenditures, Passell referenced objects 
that are commonly invoked as signifiers of eccentricity: "the first Scotch 

tape dispenser, a Braille version of 'Mein Kampf,' and King Farouk's 
matchbook collection."30 

An October 1995 article in the Miami Herald's Tropic magazine by John 
Dorschner was similarly biting in its appraisal of the collection. The cover 
featured an illustration of a charmingly amused "Millionaire Mitchell 

27. Mitchell Wolfson Jr., interview with Gregory Maertz, 1998, in Maertz, "Museumizing 
Nazi Artifacts." 

28. Ibid. 

29. Ibid. 

30. Peter Passell, "How They Spend It," New York Times Magazine, 19 November 1995. 
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fig. 25 
Pages from an article 

by John Dorschner in 
the Miami Herald's Tropic, 
29 October 1995. 
Photograph of Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. 01995 
Al Diaz/The Miami Herald. 

Wolfson Jr." in the museum's lobby, headlined: "Micky's Magic Kingdom... 
Will the world beat a path to see the stuff that Micky bought?" At the 

time, Wolfson probably led others to conclude that he had created 

something that was more magical than museological. Once he had conjured 
the institution, he contended, it was up to the public to support it- 
or else it would vanish into thin air. Now you see it, now you don't. 

Responding to Wolfson, Peggy Loar provocatively stated, "If the community 
wants us, we're here. If not, we're all going away."' Inside, the article was 

titled with another interrogative: "What Hath Micky Bought?" (fig. 25). 
This question was interwoven with the statement: 

After a lifelong shopping spree, Mitchell Wolfson Jr. found himself 
loaded with Nazi beer mugs, King Farouk's matchbooks, an old museum 

turnstile, and two buildings full of other quirky stuff. Now he's hoping 
you'll pay to look at it in one of the world's most eccentric museums."2 

Reminiscent ofWolfson's earlier reference to his holdings as self-portrait, 
Dorschner interpreted the collection as a direct expression of Micky Wolf- 

son, or what he considered Micky Wolfson to be, namely an "eccentric, 
whimsical, opinionated socialite/art collector/museum creator/bon 

vivant/international traveler."33 A full-page photograph depicts Wolfson 

peering through shelves that support his rich collection of Dutch books 
with Nieuwe Kunst (Art Nouveau) bindings, visually associating the man 

with his "mania." 

31. Dorschncr, "What Hath Mickv Bought?," covcr, 8. 

32. Ibid., 6. 

33. Ibid. 
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fig. 26 
Detail of article by 
Herbert Muschamp, 
"Well-Made Surfaces 
and the Conflicts 

Lurking Beneath Them," 
New York Times, 
3 December 1995. The 

often-reproduced photo- 
graph by Richard Sexton 
shows Micky Wolfson 
with an object used as an 
automotive ornament in 

conjunction with the 1939 
New York World's Fair. 

Copyright 01995 by 
the New York Times Co. 

Reprinted by permission. 
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Several months later, local writer Andrew Delaplaine, in his own opinionated 
South Beach newspaper, Wire, humorously dismissed The Wolfsonian's 
collection and its pursuit of meaning in material culture as pseudo-intellec- 
tualism. He wrote: 

Even though to you and me an old toaster is still an old toaster, it is not 
an old toaster at the Museum that Mickey [sic] Built. No, my little 

cumquat, my precious ignoramus, my little bumblebee, it is an "artifact 
from the 1930s."34 

While such comments were potentially deleterious to the museum's quest 
for public support, they were not entirely unexpected in a city without 
a history of museums and the veneration of artifacts they inspire. It is 

recurrently, and perhaps not surprisingly, The Wolfsonian's utilitarian 
materials-the matchbooks, propaganda posters, and toasters-that 
evoke the strongest commentary, confusion, and disdain, since the world's 
best-known art museums instead feature paintings and sculpture. 

Odd it is, though, to find such comments from the likes of Dianne Pilgrim, 
then-director of the Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum, an institution 
of kindred spirit with The Wolfsonian. Pilgrim commented on the collection's 
unusual focus, noting of Wolfson, "He has helped scholars and the American 

public to see things they've never seen before." But in the spirit of 
Dorschner and those troubled by eccentricity, Pilgrim continued, 

"The collection is considered controversial, 
because the quality level runs A to Z... 

,i'.. 3.. -~-i- . x:? il f' Art historians are a little horrified by the 
mix of things." "3 Old-school art historians-- 

.~-FiB^ !;B ~aesthetes and formalists-perhaps. If 
The Wolfsonian is a "house of horrors" 
for those interested only in canonical art 

=?b Fr;~i~. " C history, it represents a resource of great 

intrigue for art historians with a broader 

j s| s*II^HB _ M intellectual scope and for scholars from disci- 

B PIl plines less focused on highbrow aesthetics. 
As curator Wendy Kaplan cheerfully explained 
of "a bland, sentimental German portrait": 
"It is so fifth-rate-no art museum would 

display it... But for a piece of the period, 
to represent the Nazi image of women, 
it is perfect. You see, we're not just an 
art museum."6 

34. Andrew Dclaplainc, "Barbs," Wire, 1 August 1996. 

35. Dorschncr, "What Hath Micky Bought?," 8. 

36. Ibid. 
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Sometimes The Wolfsonian's collection is considered bizarre only with 

respect to its context. Shortly after the inauguration of The Arts of Reform 
and Persuasion, Herbert Muschamp, writing for the New York Times, 
associated south Miami Beach with such skin-deep phenomena as "models, 
mindlessness, Eurotrash, thong bathing suits, sex, old folks, young 
folks..." (fig. 26). In contrast, he defined The Wolfsonian as serious, a 

place "not about brunettes and bikinis..., but about the meanings of 

things." Muschamp added, "The mission of this specialized, philosophically 
focused museum is to plumb the ideological depths of decorative 

objects.""37 Muschamp easily discerned the methodological basis for the 
collection. Likewise, Judy Cantor writing for the Miami New Times 

apprehended The Wolfsonian's institutionally endorsed perspective, 
describing The Arts of Reform and Persuasion as 

an uncluttered but far-reaching visual and social history of Western 
industrial design that effectively demonstrates how political and societal 

change is promoted and perceived through everyday objects, patriotic 
posters and memorabilia, typography and book design, and, to a lesser 
extent here, fine art.38 

From the staff perspective, these critics "got it." 

Ultimately, though, this methodological definition does not providc 
practical parameters for understanding what exactly The Wolfsonian 

30 holds. Relative to the collection's contents, there is lack of consensus on 
a fundamental level. John Heskett, professor at the Institute of Design at 
the Illinois Institute of Technology, for example, maintained: "What 
Wolfson has done is gone out and collected on the broadest possible scale. 
He doesn't attempt to be comprehensive in any single area."39 But New 
York Times reporter R. W. Apple Jr., on the contrary, proclaimed that 
The Wolfsonian holds "the most comprehensive collection of early modern 

design in the world."40 While Heskett's comment is self-explanatory, 
Apple's assertion is more abstruse and merits closer consideration as a 
means of understanding what this collection is and is not. 

Relative to Apple's use of the term "early modern," certainly the Victoria 
and Albert Museum and other European collections are more compre- 
hensive in both their depth and variety. To deem The Wolfsonian more 

comprehensive than the Victoria and Albert, one must and should include 
the persuasive or propaganda arts as an integral feature of its "design" 
holdings. Relative to the word "modern," I've wondered whether Apple 

37. Herbert Muschamp, "Well-Made Surfaces and the Conflicts Lurking Beneath Them," 
New York Times, 3 December 1995, 38H. 

38. Cantor, "Thoroughly Modern Micky," 59. 

39. Barry, "Invincible Man," 5J. Italics added for emphasis in this and following quotation. 
40. R. W. Apple Jr., "Art in Miami Now Extends Beyond Deco," New York Times, 

14 November 1997, Weekend section, 33. 
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fig. 27 
(below) 
Riding Power Wheel Toy, 
design drawing by 
Exhibit Builders, Inc., 
color crayon, graphite, 
construction paper, mat 

board, 43 x 60 cm, c. 1969. 
The Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. Gift 
of Exhibit Builders, Inc. 

fig. 28 

(below, far right) 
Lajos Kozma, design 
drawing of a two-story 
toy dollhouse, paper, ink, 
watercolor, 19 x 14 cm, 
c. 1930S. The Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. Collection, 
The Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

meant the era or the movement. No doubt the Museum of Modern Art 
holds a more comprehensive collection of design from the early Modern 

movement. However, MoMA does not provide an overview of nineteenth- 

and twentieth-century material production. Instead it perpetuates a carefully 
delineated canon of "Modern masters." Herbert Muschamp recognized 
this distinction in 1995, writing of The Wolfsonian: 

Modernity, not modernism, is the collection's focus: It traces not only 
the orthodox modern movement but the whole, eclectic panorama of 
artifacts with which designers responded to the upheavals of industry, 

technology, politics and global warfare.41 

With regard to the Wolfsonian collection's comprehensiveness "in the 

world," one must consider its focus on North America and Europe and 

its minimal inclusion of Latin America, Asia, Africa, and Australia. Relative 

to geography, one would hardly expect The Wolfsonian's comprehensive 
holdings of early modern design to encompass an assemblage of early 
twentieth-century drinking vessels from Papua New Guinea. The Wolf- 

sonian's collection is most likely comprehensive for its catholic approach 
to objects within stringently defined geographical, chronological, thematic, 
and methodological parameters. As Dennis Doordan wrote in his 

"Introduction" to the aforementioned 1997 volume of Design Issues: 

It is not just the sheer number of objects collected by Mitchell Wolfson, Jr. 
that is noteworthy; equally important is the range of this material... 

Exquisite and unique items fashioned out of precious materials share 

space with mass produced artifacts intended for popular consumption. 
Oil paintings appear in the Wolfsonian registry along with postcards 
and match book covers.42 

41. Muschamp, "Well-Made Surfaces," 38H. 

42. Dennis Doordan, "Introduction," Design Issues 13 (Spring 1997): 2. 
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fig. 29 
Photographer unknown. 
From A "Titanic" Hero: 
Tomas Andrews, 

Shipbuilder 
(Baltimore: Norman, 
Remington, 1913). The 
Wolfsonian- Florida 
International University, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 

Image depicts the RMS 
Titanic leaving Belfast for 

Southampton, England. 
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The collection is, undoubtedly, noteworthy for its ability to sustain thematic 

research across a multiplicity of media. 

Ultimately, for me the collection's non-canonical quality is perhaps its 

defining feature. For intellectual, emotional, and, presumably, economic 

reasons Mitchell Wolfson Jr. (and the museum he established) would be 

more inclined to collect go-carts and doll houses than Beaux-Arts and 
Bauhaus (figs. 27 and 28). Indeed, Wolfson has a penchant for developing 
and promoting the peripheral, non-mainstream components and qualities 
of the collection. In February 2000, for example, he delivered a lecture 

on the museum's collection of nineteenth-century British objects in 

conjunction with the exhibition Leading "The Simple Life": The Arts and 

Crafts Movement in Britain, 1880-1910. Wolfson responded enthusiastically 
to the invitation to speak. He explained, though, that he wished to deliver 

a "contrarian" lecture, one that explored exclusions from the curated 
exhibition and that looked instead at the relationship between the exquis- 

itely crafted Arts and Crafts items in the show and garish High Victorian 

counterparts. Wolfson sought to expose the collection's lesser-known or 

lesser-respected items. In so doing, the collector provocatively distanced 

himself from the Arts and Crafts material comfortably inscribed in the 

Modern trajectory by Nikolaus Pevsner and others. 

Although material objects do not significantly change over time, perspec- 
tives and methodologies do, and so a collection defined by the way it is 

interpreted cannot remain static. The focus on North America and 

Europe in the period 1885 to 1945, while meaningful to Wolfson and 

those currently involved in the Wolfsonian project, will likely seem 

increasingly insular and arbitrary with the passage of time. Moreover, 
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"the Wolfsonian way" of looking at objects is clearly the method du jour. 
In November 1999, the Association of Research Institutes in Art History- 
to which The Wolfsonian belongs -held a conference at the Center for 

Advanced Study in the Visual Arts at the National Gallery entitled "The 

Practice of Advanced Research in Art History Today." Asked to moderate 

a panel on the implications of nationalism to art historical scholarship - 

notably one of only two panels dedicated to art historical topics- I 

explained that the study of national identity was fundamental to Wolfsonian 

exhibitions, programs, research, and publications. But what would happen 
if the now-dominant interest in the cultural meanings of artifacts were 

to give way to a revival in connoisseurship or formalism, or the development 
of entirely new methods? Would the museum's holdings become a mon- 

strously empty signifier? No doubt The Wolfsonian's collection would 

still have much to offer, but its definition and perceived value would shift 

radically. It is, thus, clear that this volume is among the preliminary 

explorations of an under-researched collection -the tip of the iceberg. 
And although The Wolfsonian's objects associated with the ill-fated Titanic 

might suggest otherwise (fig. 29), prospective researchers can forge ahead 

with courage and optimism, knowing that many rewards lie beyond the 

cultures, themes, objects, and methods represented within this volume. o 

CIL 

Acknowledgments 
I would like to thank Micky Wolfson, Cathy Leff, and Peggy Loar for the wonderfully stimulating 33 
opportunity of working with The Wolfsonian. I, further, appreciate Cathy Leff's kind invitation 
to serve as guest editor of this issue of The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts, which 
has allowed me to maintain a close connection with this remarkable institution. Senior Editor 
Leslie Sternlieb, Editorial Assistant Jacqueline Crucet, former Editorial Assistant Maria Gonzalez, 
and Art Director Peter Roman deserve special thanks for their collegial collaboration, diligence, 
and hard work on this project. I am, likewise, grateful to my past and present Wolfsonian 
colleagues Annie Wharton, Gina Maranto, Wendy Kaplan, Marianne Lamonaca, Neil Harvey, 
Francis X. Luca, Pedro Figueredo, Nicholas Blaga, Kimberly J. Bergen, and David Burnhauser 
for their invaluable contribution to The Wolfsonian's fellowship program during my tenure at 
the museum. Heartfelt thanks also to my partner, John A. Stuart, for offering an array of 
insightful opinions during the editorial process. 

This content downloaded from 38.121.233.77 on Tue, 9 Sep 2014 19:46:32 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 9
	p. [8]
	p. 10
	p. 11
	p. 12
	p. 13
	p. 14
	p. 15
	p. 16
	p. 17
	p. [18]
	p. 19
	p. 20
	p. 21
	p. 22
	p. 23
	p. 24
	p. [25]
	p. 26
	p. 27
	p. 28
	p. 29
	p. 30
	p. 31
	p. 32
	p. 33

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts, Vol. 24, Design, Culture, Identity: The Wolfsonian Collection (2002), pp. 1-283
	Front Matter [pp. 1-3]
	Introduction [pp. 4-7]
	Defining the Wolfsonian Collection through Objects, Presentations, and Perceptions [pp. 8-33]
	Stalin as Isis and Ra: Socialist Realism and the Art of Design [pp. 34-63]
	Modernity and Tradition in Hungarian Furniture, 1900-1938: Three Generations [pp. 64-93]
	W. A. S. Benson, Machinery, and the Arts and Crafts Movement in Britain [pp. 94-117]
	Feast of Dutch Diversity: Nieuwe Kunst Book Design [pp. 118-139]
	Mobilizing the Nation: Italian Propaganda in the Great War [pp. 140-169]
	The Tripoli Trade Fair and the Representation of Italy's African Colonies [pp. 170-197]
	From World War I to the Popular Front: The Art and Activism of Hugo Gellert [pp. 198-229]
	Looking at Labor: Images of Work in 1930s American Art [pp. 230-257]
	"Painting Section" in Black and White: Ethel Magafan's "Cotton Pickers" [pp. 258-283]
	Back Matter



