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autographed copies of two children’s books of his own about Mexico, .

The Hole in the Wall and Mexicana: 4 Book of Pictures. By the time
he finished his trip he had seen more of the United States than most
Americans, had been courted by many eager mothers who thought it
would be nice to marry a daughter to an Austrian count, and had been
introduced to the seductive extravagance of Hollywood in its palmy
days.
It was in 1934 that he took the part-time teaching job at Sarah Law-
rence College and at the same time the supervision of the Art in
America radio program. By then he was to all intents and purposes, if
not yet officially, a citizen of the United States, and in 1937 he became
a half-time employee of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in the De-
partment of Justice. He had mét the Commissioner, John Collier, in
Mexico. Collier had been impressed by his knowledge of the Indian
arts and with his skill in encouraging them without interfering in their
native qualities, and d’Harnoncourt was appointed assistant general
manager of a newly organized Indian Arts and Crafts Board. Three
years later he was the manager. “One of our objects,” he told Geoffrey
Hellman, “was to help North American Indians obtain some economic
independence through their native crafts. They now earn a great deal
that way.”

D’Harnoncourt became legally a citizen in 1939, and that same year
he put together a large American Indian exhibition at the San Fran-
cisco World's Fair. Out of it grew an even more impressive show for
the Museum of Modern Art. It was partly paid for by government
agencies, and it was d’Harnoncourt’s first official act for the Museum.
Two months before the show was to be installed he presented to the

trustees scale models of three floors of the Museum with ea

ch object
to be shown in its place.

D’Harnoncourt liked to work in this way,
and as long as he did installations for the Museum, which was for many

years, he always organized them completely in scale drawings, with
everything where it would be, its lighting precisely conceived, the
backgrounds painted in their final colors. First he drew each object
which he had selected individually, then he drew them together in
groups, so that he could be certain of their relationships in scale and in
context. When he had these juxtapositions determined to his satisfac-
tion, he worked on a floor plan, “providing open vistas between one
section and another,” as he told Hellman, “wherever there was a close
relationship between their contents, and introducing closed units only
where unique local styles had developed.” He chose the colors against
which sculptures or handicrafts or other objects were to be shown “as
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who resumed the presidency of the board that year. The committee

was made up of d’Harnoncourt, Wheeler, Barr, Abbott, and Ione
Ulrich, who had succeeded Frances Hawkins as Secretary of the Mu-
seum. “We met every Wednesday morning,” Wheeler recalled, “and
all policy was discussed there. René was chairman (I think I must have
been vice-chairman; I remember presiding at some meetings), and after
a few years of this he was in control anyway, and he'd proved himself
sympathetic to every side—everything we wanted to do—and it was
that committee at my instigation that recommended to the trustees
that he become Director. Of course it was long in Nelson’s mind.”
The year after the Coordination Committee Wwas organized James
Johnson Sweeney became the head of the Department of Painting and
Sculpture. He took over from Soby who, when his friend Barr was
fired, had volunteered to hold the reins in that department until some-
clse could be found. Sweeney recalls hearing the director of a

one
European museum ask Marian Willard, chairman of the Advisory
Committee, who was showing him around, who was the director of

her Museum. “There are seven directors,” she replied.

She scarcely exaggerated. During the committee-managed interreg-
num which lasted from the time Barr was fired until 1950 when d’Har-
noncourt was mmmo::mn_ Director of the Museum, no individual was
officially in charge, and though many of the staff looked to d’'Harnon-
court as the guiding hand, the heads of departments were, not sur-
mﬁ&sm;r 2UtONOMOUS Of, In any case, thought that they should be.
The case of James Johnson Sweeney throws some light as well on the
trustees’ attitude toward “their” staff.

In the Bullezin published in January 1945 the Museum officially an-
nounced the appointment of Sweeney, “well-known writer and lec-
rurer on modern art,” as “Director of the Museum’s Department of
Painting and Sculpture.” It noted that Sweeney had “long been asso-
h the Museum as a member of its Advisory Committee, and
has directed and written the catalog for several exhibitions, African
Negro Sculpture 19351, Joan Miré [1941], and Alexander Calder
Sculpture and Constructions [1943).” Obviously to reassure Sweeney
that he was to be his own boss and make the final decisions about what
he exhibited and what the Museum msnnrmmma at his behest, the an-
nouncement specifically stated that “As director of the Department of
d Sculpture he will be responsible for the Museum's ac-
quisitions in those fields as well as in the graphic arts. In a reorganiza-
tion of the Department . . . there has been a considerable revision of
duties, making the department head in the future fully responsible for

ciated wit
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fact that the staff had contributed much [sic/] to the development of
policy and program, it was important to continue such a nm_mmoamam.:
It was also decided that no members of the staff might serve on the
Executive Committee but they might attend meetings if they were
invited; they had, however, no right to a vote. This was decided be-
cause; it was said, “Nelson wanted one place to discuss matters without
staff present.”

Sweeney might have put up with being excluded from the board
(though there are those who say he resigned because of it), but when
the Coordination Committee was quite obviously organized to exclude
him, he gave his resignation to Rockefeller. His decision in all proba-
bility made life easier for the trustees of the Museum; he was an “in-
convenient” Director—a man, in other words, whose principles took
precedence over his trustees’ convenience. It was not in his nature to
play the game of diplomacy at which d’Harnoncourt and Wheeler
were so adept and effective, and if his resignation served the Museum’s
trustees, it was taken in ill part by much of the art community and
especially by a distinguished group of artists who protested politely
but firmly in a letter to the New York Times. The letter said, in part:

The role of the Museum of Modern Art, as leader in public edu-
cation in modern art, has had in Mr. Sweeney one who is foremost
in its interpretation. In the activities of the museum which have
specific reference to contemporary painting and sculpture, we feel
that Mr. Sweeney’s abilities to give meaningful direction are rare.
The absence of his knowledge and vision would be a source of

great regret to us, and to many others, artists and laymen alile.

Sweeney wrote a measured reply to the Times explaining the reasons
for his resignation in some detail, and pointed out that when the Coor-
dination Committee was organized, one member of it (d’Harnoncourt)
was designated Director of Curatorial Departments, which, he said,
“abolished, all save in name and salary,” the position he occupied

The Catholic magazine America, whose art column was written by
Barry Byrne, praised Sweeney for his stand and for his not being. as

5
it said, one of “the courtier type of persons, adept at the shades of

deference to be paid to people of varying importance, financial and

1 The letter was signed by Stuart Davis, Romare Beardon, Peter Blume,
Byron Browne, Paul Burlin, Alexander Calder,

Russell Cowles, Ralston Crawford,
Arthur Dove, Lyonel Feininger, Louis Gu

glielmi, William Hayter, Karl Knaths,
Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Jacob Lawrence, Le Corbusier, Julian Levi, Jack Levine, Loren
Maclver, John Marin, Robert Motherwell, Georgia O'Keeffe, Amédée Ozenfant,

Jackson Pollock, I. Rice Pereira, Abe Rattmer, Kurt Seligmann, and Niles Spencer.
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