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In Milwaukee,  
Looking Back to Look Forward

BY PETER TRIPPI

GH

This year the Milwaukee Art Museum (MAM) is pre-
senting three complementary exhibitions that mark 

its 125th anniversary. Together they reveal that MAM’s story is 
highly typical in the context of American cultural history, but 
was also shaped by several unique human beings. 

The most straightforward of the shows is 125 Years of the 
Milwaukee Art Museum, which offers a range of photographs, 
models, videos, posters, and other archival materials that trace 
the institution’s evolution chronologically. The second exhi-
bition, Mr. Layton’s Gallery, zeroes in on the achievements of 
Frederick Layton (1827-1919). Born and raised in England, 
Layton immigrated to Wisconsin as a young man and grew 
rich through its booming meatpacking industry. He made 
many business trips to Europe, where exposure to art inspired 
him to give Milwaukee its first purpose-built art gallery, along 
with his own collection. That gift — amounting to nearly half 
of his net worth — resulted in the Layton Art Gallery, which 
opened in 1888 in a downtown building that no longer stands. 
Layton wanted people of all classes to visit, and indeed they 
did, in huge numbers. Like most of his peers across Gilded Age 
America, Layton relished contemporary European artworks by 
such stars as William-Adolphe Bouguereau and Jules Bastien-
Lepage, along with a few pictures by leading Americans like 
Eastman Johnson and Winslow Homer. 

Mr. Layton’s Gallery is not so much an exhibition as a 
floor-to-ceiling installation of paintings from this benefactor’s 
original gift, a display that evokes the experience of visiting his 
gallery 125 years ago. (Several of the paintings have been hand-
somely reframed for the anniversary by Larry and Brad Shar of 
Lowy Frame & Restoring Company, a family firm established 
in New York in 1907.) The effect of splendor and abundance 
is striking, but one can see why this was never — and certainly 
is no longer — an ideal way to appreciate works of art closely.

That recognition leads neatly to the final anniversary exhi-
bition, The Layton Art Collection: 1888-2013. Fortunately, Lay-
ton’s generosity inspired other Milwaukeeans to donate their 
collections to the Layton Art Gallery, so this show traces how 
the Layton Art Collection developed subsequently. In 1920, 
its basement became home to the new Layton School of Art, 
founded by Charlotte Partridge (1882-1975) and administered 

Eastman Johnson (1824-1906)
Portrait of Frederick Layton

1893, Oil on canvas, 78 1/4 x 48 1/4 in. 
Gift of Marshall and Ilsley Bank L1888.30

Photo: Dedra Walls

Reprinted with permission from:

800.610.5771 or International 011-561.655.8778.
CLICK TO SUBSCRIBE

http://www.mam.org/celebrating-125-years-of-art/layton-art-collection.php


    FineArtConnoisseur.com   |   July/August 2013 

Eastman Johnson (1824-1906)
The Old Stagecoach

1871, Oil on canvas, 36 1/4 x 60 1/8 in. 
Gift of Frederick Layton, L1888.22

Photo: John R. Glembin

Jules Bastien-Lepage (1848–1884)
Le Père Jacques (Woodgatherer)
1881, Oil on canvas, 77 1/2 x 71 1/2 in.
Gift of Mrs. E.P. Allis and her daughters in 
memory of Edward Phelps Allis, L102
Photo: John R. Glembin
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by her business and life partner, Miriam Frink 
(1892-1978). Milwaukee was a fast-changing 
metropolis at this point, yet it was boldly pro-
gressive of Partridge to train young men and 
women side by side — nude models and all 
— and to encourage the women to view art-
making as a career rather than a hobby. In 
1922, when few American women held senior 
posts in any field, Partridge was appointed the 
gallery’s curator. Passionately modernist, she 
proceeded to remove the Victorian paintings, 
repaint the maroon walls in beige, and replace 
the salon-style hang with works displayed at 
eye level, as most museums do today.

In 1957, the new War Memorial Center 
designed by the Finnish modernist Eero 
Saarinen became home to the collections of both 
the Layton Trust and the Milwaukee Art Insti-
tute. The entirety was renamed the Milwaukee 

Art Museum in 1980, yet the Layton Collection still exists as a separate 
501(c)3 organization devoted to education and to caring for its art-
works. In recent years, its trustees have pursued productive partnerships 
in American decorative arts with the Chipstone Foundation (which 
was set in motion by the local collectors Stanley and Polly Stone), and 
in fine art with Illinois’s Terra Foundation for American Art.

Readers of Fine Art Connoisseur can learn more about these 
exhibitions’ themes on two specific occasions this summer. On 
July 23, Chipstone Foundation curators Sarah Carter and Claudia 
Mooney will lead a gallery talk discussing the Layton Art Collec-
tion, and on August 8, independent scholar William Hosley will 
explain how Layton and two collectors from 19th-century Con-
necticut, Elizabeth Colt and Robbins Battell, deployed their art-
works to foster worldliness and civic values.

MAM’s programming this year reminds us that museum collec-
tions do not fall from the sky fully formed, as if by magic. Rather, the 
artworks — and the way they appear in the galleries — owe much to 
the efforts of people who came before us. Understanding their very 
human priorities helps us enjoy the artworks even more.  n

Information: 700 N. Art Museum Drive, Milwaukee, WI 53202, 414.224.3200, 

mam.org

PETER TRIPPI is editor-in-chief of Fine Art Connoisseur.

All artworks illustrated here are in the Milwaukee Art Museum’s Layton Art Collection.

William-Adolphe Bouguereau (1825-1905)
Homer and His Guide
1874, Oil on canvas, 82 1/4 x 56 1/4 in. 
Gift of Frederick Layton, L1888.5
Photo: Larry Sanders
Reframed by Lowy Frame & Restoring Company (New York City) in an 
1880s French gilt composition Barbizon-style frame, almost identical 
in ornamentation to the original frame seen on this painting in archival 
photographs. 

Gaetano Trentanove (1858–1937)
The Last of the Spartans

c. 1892, Marble, 26 1/2 x 79 1/2 x 27 3/8 in.
Gift of William E. Cramer, L7

Photo: John R. Glembin
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