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ABSTRACT 

SOCIETY OF ROOMS: THE AMERICAN RENAISSANCE, THE DECORATION OF 

HOUSES AND THE PAINTINGS OF WALTER GAY 

Bernadette Nye, M.A. 

George Mason University, 2018 

Thesis Director: Dr. Jeffrey Hardwick 

 

This thesis connects Edith Wharton and Ogden Codman’s The Decoration of Houses 

(1897) and the American Renaissance with the work produced by Walter Gay for 

American clients. The depiction of decorative arts in American elite domestic spaces is 

analyzed to offer insight into the relationship between decorative styles, material culture 

as self-expression, and artistic vision. In the process of writing this thesis, the author 

reviewed the history of the American Renaissance design movement, as well as viewed 

interiors designed by Wharton and Codman, and paintings produced by Walter Gay. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE DECORATION OF HOUSES AND THE AMERICAN 

RENAISSANCE 

There was nothing new to Lily in these tokens of studied luxury; but though they 

formed a part of her atmosphere, she never lost her sensitiveness to their charm. 

Mere display left her with a sense of superior distinction; but she felt an affinity to 

all the subtler manifestations of wealth. 

-Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth1 

When Edith Wharton met Ogden Codman, Jr. they embarked on a mercurial 

personal and professional friendship that was to end dramatically nearly fifty years later 

when Wharton suffered a stroke in Codman’s home. This enduring relationship grounded 

in similar backgrounds and aesthetic opinions reached its high point with the 1897 

publication of their groundbreaking design manual The Decoration of Houses. At their 

introduction, Wharton a well-travelled budding aesthete and Codman a gentleman 

designer and sometimes architect, found themselves in agreement that European 

architecture and design was superior to what surrounded them in America. Wharton and 

Codman, along with painter Walter Gay and other artists of their wealthy social circle 

turned to Europe as the pinnacle artistic beauty and its elevation of the soul. Written for a 

select elite, Houses sought to promote domestic spaces that nourished both private and 

public morality. The authors’ understanding of the power of interiors was grounded not 

only in their fine observational skills, but in an unusually privileged upbringing and 

                                                 
1 Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth (New York: Charles Scribner’s & Sons, 1922), 62. 
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exposure to European designs that placed Wharton and Codman in the vanguard of an 

emerging American Renaissance.  

Just as American Renaissance architects sought to elevate taste through the 

adoption of the best of European design, Wharton and Codman used Houses to promote 

the relationship between taste, design, and personal identity. The period’s architects 

sought to shape visions of the post-Civil War United States as a democratic, international 

power through the design of public spaces. Private spaces, too, were full of opportunities 

for telegraphing personal conceptions of identity. For Wharton, Codman, and Gay a 

personal association with the finest in design signaled to the knowledgeable viewer the 

possessor’s sophistication and goodness. This “artful interior” harnessed decorative art 

both to reflect and form the morality of its occupants.2 In crafting and depicting interiors, 

therefore, designers and artists quietly acknowledged the period’s ideas of a moral public 

and private life. An examination of Houses reveals the role Wharton and Codman played 

in crafting the multi-layered vernacular of the American Renaissance as applied to private 

interiors. 

Wharton and Codman’s Early Design Influences 

Like many modern-day adolescents, Wharton and Codman rejected the style of 

their parents’ generation as stuffy and ugly. Unlike many, however, much of Wharton 

and Codman’s formative years were spent in Europe where alternative genres were 

readily at hand. As luck would have it, the pair met as just Wharton’s interest in design 

                                                 
2 Marilynn Johnson, “The Artful Interior,” in In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the 

Aesthetic Movement, Foreen Bolger Burke, et al. (New York: The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art and Rizzoli, 1986), 139. 
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was blossoming and Codman was building a reputation as a designer and architect. Born 

in 1862 to a patrician New York family, Wharton had a lonely childhood where books 

provided a means of escape and intellectual challenge. Members of the genteel 

Knickerbocker social class, Wharton’s family followed the day’s fashion. A photo of her 

parents’ Manhattan townhouse shows the high style mid-nineteenth century aesthetic of 

dark, heavy furniture, patterned textiles and wallcoverings, and decorative objects 

crowding every surface (fig. 1).  

 

 

 

Figure 1: Photograph of Lucretia Newbold Jones Drawing Room 

Accessed from: https://media.newyorker.com/photos/590953de6552fa0be682c86b/ 

master/w27,c_limit/wharton-interior.jpg 

 

 

 

 

Even as Wharton rejected her mother’s design style, Lucretia Newbold Jones likely 

played an important role in impressing on young Edith the connection between 
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appearance and character. In her memoir A Backward Glance, for example, Wharton 

recalls as an eleven-year-old showing her mother a story she was writing which began, 

“If only I had known you were going to call I should have tidied up the drawing-room” to 

which her mother scoffed, “Drawing-rooms are always tidy.”3 

Wharton showed an early “visual sensitivity” to how architecture and design 

reflect the individual. She recalls grim visits as a three-year-old to her aunt Elizabeth 

Schermerhorn Jones, of “keeping up with the Jones” renown, and her Hudson River 

Gothic home Rhinecliff.  Wharton explains, the “terror produced by the house” and “its 

intolerable ugliness… and from the first I was obscurely conscious of a queer 

resemblance between the granitic exterior of Aunt Elizabeth and her grimly comfortable 

home, between her battlemented caps and the turrets of Rhinecliff.”4 Wharton’s early 

connection between architecture, design, and the expression of self --- that one’s home 

reflects one’s identity --- was echoed throughout her public writing and private homes.  

On the heels of her visits to Rhinecliff Wharton’s parents suffered financial 

setbacks, which forced them to rent out their Manhattan townhouse and head to Europe 

as was common for the period’s fashionable and down on their luck. From 1866-72 when 

Wharton was nearly five and again from 1880-82, her family found themselves in 

Europe. These extended stays exposed young Edith to great French and Italian art, 

homes, and gardens. Her appreciation of classical style began to take shape. In A 

Backward Glance, Wharton writes that the family’s financial exile in Europe as “a happy 

misfortune which gave me, for the rest of my life, that background of beauty and old-

                                                 
3 Edith Wharton, Backward Glance (New York: Appleton, 1934), 73. 
4 Ibid., 36. 
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established order.”5 On the continent, Wharton had new opportunities to observe her elite 

strata of society and enhance her understanding of the messages individuals send about 

themselves through the arrangement of their surroundings just as she had at the dour 

Rhinecliff. 

Many of Wharton’s childhood summers were spent at Pencraig, her family’s 

house in the fashionable summer resort of Newport, Rhode Island. It is likely that it was 

in Newport, the playground of the elite and wealthy, that she formed a childhood 

friendship that was to last a lifetime with Matilda Travers, who later married painter 

Walter Gay, and also first encountered Ogden Codman, Jr. When Edith married family 

friend Edward “Teddy” Wharton 1885 the couple moved into Pencraig Cottage, a small 

house on Jones’ family estate. Here, Edith had her first opportunity to experiment with 

her developing design sense. With houses in both Manhattan and Newport, Edith worked 

on their decoration and landscape while where her design education continued on travels 

to Europe. Wharton reports that she structured her and Teddy’s travels to maximize 

opportunities to sample a wide-range of seventeenth and eighteenth-century architecture 

and landscapes to which she found herself increasingly drawn.   

Wharton credits the mentoring by her friend, white-shoe lawyer and descendant of 

Peter Stuyvesant, Egerton Leigh Winthrop, with introducing her to the possibilities of 

European design applied to American interiors and directing her “roving curiosities.”6 A 

frequent travelling companion of the Whartons, Winthrop’s Manhattan home, designed 

by Richard Morris Hunt the first American to attend the École des Beaux-Arts and 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 44. 
6 Ibid., 102. 
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decorated by Jules Allard & Son, was a rare example of French style in the United States 

(fig. 2).  

 

 

  
 

Figure 2: Photograph of Egerton Winthrop’s Drawing Room 

George William Sheldon, Artistic houses vol. 1; pt. 2 (New York: Printed for the subscribers by D. Appleton and 

Company, 1883-1884). Accessed from: https://library.si.edu/image-gallery/74465 

 

 

 

Each piece of the Second Empire-style furniture in Winthrop’s drawing room was 

imported from France. Wharton pointed to Winthrop’s home as “the first in New York in 

which an educated taste” replaced Victorian clutter and overstuffed upholstery.7 Walter 

Gay later painted Winthrop’s drawing room capturing its confidence (fig. 3).  

 

                                                 
7 William Reider, A Charmed Couple: The Art and Life of Walter and Matilda Gay (New 

York: Henry N. Abrams, Inc., 2000), 144. 
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Figure 3: Egerton Winthrop’s Drawing Room 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, 1911. Private Collection. Dimensions unknown. Accessed from: 

http://nationalbuildingmuseum.net/pdf/PubProg_EdithWharton_11-3-2012.pdf 

 

 

 

Armed her own sensitivities, the guidance of Winthrop, and exposure to the finest in 

architecture and interior design, Wharton’s confidence in her aesthetic judgements 

increased.  

While a young Edith was living in Europe absorbing its art and trying her hand at 

design as newlywed, Ogden Codman, Jr. was engaged in a similar personal exploration. 

A year younger than Wharton, Codman’s childhood was spent in Lincoln, Massachusetts 

at his family estate, The Grange. The colonial-era property held such charm for the 
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family that one member referred to it as “the handsomest place in America.”8 Codman 

was born into a wealthy, prominent Boston family with deep American roots. The 

Grange, a Georgian house built in 1735 and modified by 1790 into a three-story Federal 

style, had a profound influence Codman. Like Wharton, Codman credited his early 

environment with his development as a designer, he recalled, 

[I]n those days Boston had a charm and dignity unequaled it seems to me in any 

other American town. My father’s country house at Lincoln was thoroughly of the 

eighteenth century. When I left Boston, it made a restrained and simple 

background, and during the eight years I passed in Europe, when I saw a great 

many more elaborate and pretentious buildings, I think the aforesaid background 

prevented me from being carried away by eccentricities that otherwise might have 

proved too seductive.9  

 

While Wharton found herself in high Victorian and neo-Gothic environments in New 

York, Codman felt deeply tied to the classical design of early America and the family 

history it reflected. As result, American colonial design received more respect from 

Codman than from Wharton, who didn’t feel the same pull of history or sense of family 

and self in the period. 

Codman family investments suffered a sudden shock as a result of the 1872 

Boston fire and, like the Joneses before them, the family along with nine-year-old Ogden 

headed to Europe. The Codmans settled in France until 1884, though Ogden returned to 

the U.S. two years earlier. The extended time abroad from age nine to nineteen allowed 

Codman, who had begun to consider a career as an architect, to absorb and study 

                                                 
8 John Codman to Catherine Amory Codman, July 18, 1800, Society for the Preservation 

of New England Antiquities, Boston, quoted in Pauline C. Metcalf, ed. Ogden Codman 

and the Decoration of Houses, Boston: Boston Athenaeum, 1988), 1. 
9 Ogden Codman to Thomas Newbold Codman, August 9, 1927, quoted in Metcalf, ed. 

Ogden Codman, 5.  
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European design. Codman found himself rejecting the Victorian style he saw even in his 

own family’s American homes. The Grange, for example, had been redecorated in the 

1880s by his uncle, architect John Hubbard Sturgis. Codman detested the results of this 

redesign (fig. 4) with its heavy fabric and cluttered surfaces.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Photograph of John Hubbard Sturgis’ decoration of The Grange 

Accessed from: http://www.eerdmansfineart.com/emilyevanseerdmans/2009/12/interior-inspirations-part-iv-

reggie.html 

 

 

 

He later remarked, “I suppose…no one thought anything old-fashioned was nice at 

all…if he had left everything as it was, I never would have been inspired to put things 

back as they were. But it has been a great pleasure to me.”10 Codman’s 1890s 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 6. 
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“restoration” of The Grange shows a melding of early American and eighteenth-century 

French design producing a lighter, more simplified effect (fig. 5) he was to advocate in 

Houses. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 5: Photograph of Codman’s redesign of The Grange 

Accessed from: https://www.historicnewengland.org/wp content/uploads/2016/09/Codman_Group_Small.jpg 

 

 

 

Though a member of moneyed class of Americans for whom paid work was 

optional, Codman wanted to make design his life though his initial approach had the 

markings of a dilettante. At nineteen Codman returned to Boston to apprentice with his 

uncle, the England-trained architect Sturgis at his firm Sturgis and Brigham. Sturgis and 

Brigham worked in many styles but were best known for promoting John Ruskin’s 

Venetian Gothic architecture. Sturgis maintained close ties to Europe and returned almost 
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annually and once stayed for a stretch of four years.11 As a follower of Ruskin, Sturgis 

perhaps impressed his nephew with the socially transformative power of design and the 

well of inspiration available in historical styles.  

Sturgis introduced Codman to the discipline of measuring and drawing historic 

buildings to understand and incorporate classical design into new works. The activity of 

documenting existing buildings has been credited with influencing Codman’s own 

adaptation of historic styles.12 In 1884, Codman entered Boston’s School of Technology 

(now the Massachusetts Institute of Technology) to study architecture though he left after 

one year and embarked on short stints at several Boston architecture firms. Codman 

found himself turning more and more to interior decoration. He explained in a letter to his 

mother, “My rooms are a great pleasure and a constant occupation…. Do write a long 

letter about furniture. There is hardly anything I take so much interest in.”13  

Just as Wharton augmented her childhood experiences with frequent European 

trips after her marriage, Codman was heavily influenced by what he saw on the continent 

as an adult. Codman was especially fond of Italian designs and collected hundreds of 

photographs during an 1894 trip, which would later appear in Houses. He found himself 

enthralled by earlier periods, noting “the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth 

                                                 
11 Margaret Henderson Floyd, "A Terra-Cotta Cornerstone for Copley Square: Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston, 1870-1876, by Sturgis and Brigham," Journal of the Society of 

Architectural Historians 32, no. 2 (1973), 87. 
12 Roger G. Reed, "Bryant and Rogers," Building Victorian Boston: The Architecture of 

Gridley J.F. Bryant (Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), 140.  
13 Ogden Codman to Sarah Bradlee Codman, January 29, 1884, quoted in Metcalf, ed. 

Ogden Codman, 7. 



12 

 

[centuries] are still my pets and always will be.”14 Having toyed in architecture and 

design for years, Codman opened his own firm in 1891, mainly performing decorating 

jobs for friends and family. 

A Groundbreaking American Renaissance Collaboration 

Like many of his privileged class, Codman regularly summered in Newport and it 

is perhaps here that he and Wharton met. Regardless, in 1891 Wharton retained Codman 

to provide decorating advice for Pencraig Cottage. Wharton must have been pleased with 

Codman because in 1893 when she and Teddy purchased the first home to be entirely 

their own, Land’s End in Newport, she called upon “the clever young Boston architect”15 

to help her modify its architecture, interior decoration, and landscape design. Wharton 

and Codman found themselves increasingly agreeing “that interior decoration should be 

simple and architectural.”16 

Compared to later work, Pencraig Cottage and Land’s End retain elements of 

Victorian heaviness and clutter. Each house, however, shows a step toward more 

simplified, classical style. Unlike the Victorian drawing room, which she and Codman 

deemed “sacred to gilding and discomfort,”17 Wharton’s Pencraig Cottage is relatively 

stripped down with straight-lined furniture, little upholstery, and restrained 

ornamentation (fig. 6).  

                                                 
14 Ogden Codman to Arthur Little, August 17, 1891, Society for the Preservation of New 

England Antiquities, Boston, Metcalf, ed. Ogden Codman, 9. 
15 Wharton, Backward Glance, 106. 
16 Ibid., 107. 
17 Edith Wharton and Ogden Codman, Jr. The Decoration of Houses (Mineola, NY: 

Dover Publications, Inc., 2015) first published (New York: C. Scribner's Sons, 1897), 

124. 
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Figure 6: Photograph of Wharton-designed Pencraig Cottage 

Accessed from: http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ma01/davis/wharton/wharton/whartonhomes.html 

 

 

Here, Wharton has shed much of the period’s “superfluous gimcrack”18 and instead 

installed painted wood furniture, Venetian antiques from her travels, and small Persian 

rugs. While the Cottage’s drawing room retains items that she would later reject like 

wallpaper, fabric curtains and a portiere, Wharton’s developing sense of self is reflected 

in these rooms.  

 Though Codman provided occasional advice on the decoration of Pencraig 

Cottage, the hiring of him to redesign Land’s End cemented the relationship. Wharton 

and Codman sought to retool what she described as an “incurably ugly” Stick Style 

house.19 In hiring the largely unproven Codman, Wharton saw herself as making a bold 

statement about the relationship of architecture to design.20 Codman’s watercolor 

drawing for the library (fig. 7) show the team moving toward a vision of comfort and 

                                                 
18 Ibid., 176. 
19 Wharton, Backward Glance, 118. 
20 Ibid., 106. 
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style based on classicism and symmetry with paired bookcases, a plaster medallion, and 

simple white paneling.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Codman painting for Land’s End library design 

Ogden Codman, Jr. (1893). Reprinted from Pauline Metcalf, Ogden Codman and the Decoration of Houses, 143. 

 

 

 

Other rooms at Land’s End, however, preserve the heavy drapery, damask wall covering, 

Victorian clutter, and lack of proportion that the two would reject in Houses (fig. 8). The 

redesign of Land’s End was vital in cementing their professional relationship and 

developing their approach to classicism in an American setting.  

In 1896, Wharton again looked to Codman to assist her in redesigning her winter 

house --- a Manhattan townhouse on Park Avenue. Working with the tall but narrow 

spaces of the brownstone, Codman and Wharton achieved a more elegant classical 
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interior than they had earlier at Land’s End. Wharton friend novelist Henry James 

described the narrow home as “elegant yet very gentle bondage.”21 The Park Avenue 

house was more formal with painted furniture, paneling, chinoiserie wallpaper, and a 

smart use of large windows to enhance the feeling of size. The pretty dining room (fig. 8) 

includes wallpaper but it is now lighter than that at Land’s End.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 8: Wharton's Manhattan Dining Room 

Accessed from: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/475552041872199132 

 

 

Codman reported being happy with the results and wrote to his mother the “New York 

house will be a great success…I think we have both learned much and each has taught the 

                                                 
21 Ailsa Boyd, “’The Decoration of Houses': The American Homes of Edith Wharton,” 

The Journal of the Decorative Arts Society 1850 - the Present, No. 30, (2006) 82. 
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other.”22 As a result of their collaborations, Wharton became a pivotal advocate of 

Codman’s work and regularly promoted him among potential society clients.  

Along with his work for Wharton, Codman’s developing approach to simplicity in 

high design can be seen in his work for wealthy clients even before the publication of 

Houses. Codman credited Wharton with his receiving the contract to decorate the private 

upper floor of The Breakers, the Cornelius Vanderbilt II home in Newport (fig. 9). The 

Breakers was the final Newport home designed by architect Richard Morris Hunt and the 

sumptuous public spaces were decorated by the French firm J. Allard and Sons, who had 

earlier decorated the Winthrop’s Manhattan home.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Codman-designed bedroom at The Breakers, Newport 

Accessed from: https://www.flickr.com/photos/graceandglib/503923618 

 

 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 83. 
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The simplicity of Codman’s Louis XV-style designs stand in stark contrast to Allard’s 

ornate public rooms. Wealthy clients again sought Codman’s Louis XV-style when he 

redecorated the green salon at Chateau-sur-Mer in Newport. Here again, Codman’s 

lighter hand compares favorably to the even more ornate French Rococo-revival style 

throughout the rest of the house’s main floor. It is perhaps with these contrasts in mind 

that Wharton wrote in a chatty 1897 letter to Codman, “Teddy hasn’t yet rallied from the 

effects of the Whitney house. It must indeed be a Ghoul’s lair. I wish the Vanderbilts 

didn’t retard culture so very thoroughly. They are entrenched in a sort of Themopylae of 

bad taste, from which apparently no force on earth can dislodge them.23 While Wharton 

maintained friendships with several members of the Vanderbilt family and Codman 

provided interior designs for their houses, the two retained their sense of taste and ready 

judgment on who had it. 

Having established a warm friendship, Wharton and Codman found themselves 

gripped by the desire to crusade against what they saw as the “varnished barbarism” of 

American design.24 Inexorably Wharton found that they “drifted…toward the notion of 

putting them [their views] into a book.”25 The Decoration of Houses published in 1897, 

with Codman providing many of the ideas and Wharton writing the text and offering 

observations of her own. Houses distills their experiences in Europe and promotes to 

                                                 
23 Eleanor Dwight, “Edith Wharton, and Ogden Codman: Co-authors, Comrades, and 

Connoisseurs,” Historic New England Summer 2007, 21. 
24 Wharton and Codman, Houses, 198. 
25 Wharton, Backward Glance, 107. 
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American audiences “traditions that privileged visual harmony and order.”26 They two 

were, however, an unusual pair. Historian Wilson explains, “In a sense, they were 

characters right out of fiction: Ogden the ever-pretentious architect finically obsessed 

with social niceties and status and Edith the artful arranger of chairs or tapestries 

calculated to create an impression upon the innocent visitor, whom she would carefully 

observe.”27  

Wharton and Codman looked to the emerging American Renaissance and its 

greatest prophet, American architect Charles Follen McKim, himself educated at the 

École des Beaux-Arts. As design movements in nineteenth-century Europe including 

Baron von Haussmann’s revisioning of Paris and Carl Friedrich Schinkel’s neo-classical 

designs in Germany promoted beauty and order, McKim and his compatriots searched for 

an American style to express the country’s ideals. Architectural historian Leland Roth 

credits McKim and the American Renaissance style with advancing harmony, proportion, 

and symmetry “scaled to the human body, meant to be enjoyed close up, walked past and 

into and out of, and above all ‘read’ as makers and manifestations of dignity, order and 

delight.”28  

Seeing themselves part of a reform movement, Wharton and Codman argued for a 

new approach to private spaces as a total work of art. Houses, of course, was not the 

                                                 
26 Shari Benstock, “Landscapes of Desire: Edith Wharton and Europe,” Wretched Exotic: 

Essays on Edith Wharton in Europe. Ed. Katherine Joslin and Alan Price. (New York: 

Peter Land, 1993), 21. 
27 Richard Guy Wilson, “Edith and Ogden: Writing, Decoration, and Architecture,” 

Pauline C. Metcalf, ed. Ogden Codman and the Decoration of Houses, (Boston: Boston 

Athenaeum, 1988), 133. 
28 Annette L. Benert, “Edith Wharton, Charles McKim, and the American Renaissance,” 

Edith Wharton Review, Vol. 20, No. 2 (Fall, 2004), 13. 
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period’s first design manual. Since the late 1860s interior design books gained in 

popularity as primers in how to make a fashionable and moral home. These books, like 

Houses, were often organized by the areas of the home. The period’s design manuals 

were targeted to everyday consumers contending with the proliferation of mass-produced 

consumer goods.29 Andrew Jackson Downing’s’ Architecture of Country Houses (1850) 

ushered in an effort to educate the public in domestic taste. At the time, the architect was 

expected to the design the structure and the patron to furnish the interior.30 As a result, 

manuals typically focused on instructing either the architect or the owner/client in 

executing their role in domestic projects. Popular books of the day such as Charles Locke 

Eastlake’s Hints on Household Taste In Furniture, Upholstery and Other Details (1868) 

lack the historical analysis and systematic dictates Houses was to present. Clarence 

Cook’s The House Beautiful (1878) is aimed at young, middle-class couples decorating 

their first home unlike Houses’ unapologetic focus on the wealthy. Wharton and Codman 

both disliked Eastlake and Cook’s work and complained that they contributed to bad taste 

by promoting dark, unpractical, and unsymmetrical designs.  

In The Decoration of Houses, Wharton and Codman declare, “Architecture and 

decoration, having wandered since 1800 in a labyrinth of dubious eclecticism, can be set 

right only by a close study of the best models.”31 For the authors, personal and public 

refinement was marked by an understanding of the finest in historical styles and a 
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rejection of superfluous ornamentation. They saw themselves surrounded by “a piling up 

of heterogeneous ornament, a multiplication of incongruous effects”32 and envisioned 

themselves design evangelists pointing to the future. 

Wharton and Codman set about reforming American design by arguing for the 

integration of architecture and interiors and for simplicity and suitability over ornament. 

Houses’ fundamental premise is that architecture and the decorative arts should be 

considered jointly. The authors lament “the indifference of the wealthy to architectural 

fitness”33 perhaps thinking especially of the Vanderbilts and Whitneys referenced in 

Wharton’s letter. Presenting itself as a “study of house-decoration as a branch of 

architecture,” Houses posits that architect and designer must work together to promote 

“the material livableness of a room.”34  

Announcing that “decoration is interior architecture,”35 Houses embarks on an 

ordered review of the home. Beginning with chapters devoted to “The Historical 

Tradition” and “Rooms in General,” Wharton and Codman rely on their personal 

familiarity with European design to provides a history of the development of superior 

Italian Renaissance style, French style beginning with the Louis XIV period, and Italian-

based English style introduced by Inigo Jones.36 Separate chapters address the structures 

of the home: walls, doors, windows, fireplaces, and ceilings and floors. Eight subsequent 

chapters discuss individual spaces in the home: hall and stairs; drawing-room, boudoir, 
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and morning-room; gala rooms (ball-room, saloon, music-room, gallery); the library, 

smoking-room and den; the dining-room; bedrooms; the school-room and nurseries, 

before concluding with an anti-Victorian clutter chapter entitled “Bric-a-Brac.” The 

rooms that Wharton and Codman outline as part of a proper home reflects the rarified 

society in which they both had been raised and continued to live. In outlining the rules for 

achieving a refined home, Wharton and Codman leave no stone unturned. While they 

established the proper placement of large elements like doors and windows, Wharton and 

Codman also devote their attention to the effects of the smallest details like hinges and 

doorknobs. 

Wharton and Codman return frequently to the primacy of comfort to the home, 

albeit exclusively expensive homes. For them, good design is based on classical 

principles: “proportion is the good breeding of architecture;” symmetry is “the sanity of 

decoration;” and “each room should speak with but one voice”37 they explain. Houses 

repeatedly argues for the specific placement and relationship between walls, doors, 

windows, and fireplaces because they facilitate “good taste” and therefore encourage an 

“unconscious, cultivation” of those who frequent the home.38 But more than beauty, 

Houses contends that appropriateness is the most important factor in designing and 

decorating a home. They explain, “beauty depends on fitness, and the practical 

requirements of life are the ultimate test of fitness.”39 
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A theme underlying Wharton and Codman’s design rules is that design promotes 

and reflects a society’s morality by advancing taste. In addition to the properly crafted 

house’s ability to elevate the lives of its occupants, it reflects their inner taste and moral 

values. The authors explain that Victorian waste is the result of “the feminine tendency to 

want things because other people have them, rather than to have things because they are 

wanted.”40 It is in wanting the proper things, that a person signals their possession of 

taste. For Wharton, Codman, and others of the American Renaissance beautiful spaces 

reflected personal erudition. Architectural historian Wilson explains, “the emphasis of 

The Decoration of Houses lay with the American Renaissance belief that the level of 

civilization of a nation, of a people, could be read through the arts, and especially 

architecture.”41 Though aimed squarely at professionals and their very well-heeled 

clients, Wharton and Codman make a nod toward American ideas of equality in arguing 

that “manners and customs…usually originate with the wealthy or aristocratic minority, 

and are thence transmitted to the other classes.”42 While proper design may ultimately 

elevate the lower classes, in Houses money is essential to taste. When Wharton suffered 

her fatal stroke, she was visiting Codman to discuss issuing a new version of Houses; one 

that would distill its teachings for those of more moderate means. It must remain an 

unanswered question how the authors would have updated Houses after nearly forty years 

marked by great social and political changes. Credited with having taken the American 

Renaissance aesthetic and “explained it, ordered and corrected it, rationalized it…making 
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it more assessable to laymen of cultivated taste,”43 Houses was an immediate success, 

and has remained in print since 1897. The book was critical in making Codman’s career, 

and is the main reason he is remembered today beyond architectural historians, while 

Wharton achieved greater renown through her subsequent works of fiction. 

The Mount as Wharton’s Masterpiece 

When Wharton purchased land in Lenox, Massachusetts on which to build The 

Mount four years after House’s publication, the project promised to be the pinnacle of 

Wharton and Codman’s partnership. Alas, it was not to be. Always cutting and less than 

responsive, Codman ultimately lost the architecture contract to Francis L. V. Hoppin 

ostensibly over billing disagreements, but perhaps more due to clashing egos. In any case, 

many of Codman’s designs were ultimately incorporated into the house’s interior details. 

With Wharton firmly in charge, The Mount reflects her most complete expression of 

American Renaissance design. A visit to The Mount today reveals a comfortable, 

welcoming space. In its elegance, The Mount undeniably rejects the “vulgarity of current 

decoration” Wharton and Codman so bemoaned in Houses.44  

Wharton selected Belton House (1684), an English Georgian-Palladian home 

attributed to Christopher Wren, as the model for The Mount. She may have been drawn 

to Belton House because as Houses maintains the post-sixteenth century country houses 

of England and France are better suited for the New England climate than Italian 

Renaissance designs. Construction on the 35-room house began in 1901 and the 
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Whartons took up residence in fourteen months later in 1902 even before work was 

completed. In a nod to the New England site, The Mount is framed in wood and white 

stucco with traditional green shutters (fig. 10).  

 

 

 
 
Figure 10: The Mount front elevation 

Author photograph. 

 

 

Architect Hoppin, who at trained at the American Renaissance firm of McKim, Mead, 

and White, worked with Wharton to express Houses’ principles while addressing 

practicalities like the kitchen and laundry that the book ignores. Though The Mount 

departs from Houses’ ideals at times, in design and decoration it reflects the book’s 

vision of symmetry, simplicity, and proportion.  

The Mount’s interiors are based partially on Codman’s original designs 

conforming to Houses’ assertion of the superiority of French and Italian designs. Large 
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sunny rooms with restrained eighteenth-century plaster work and paneling are mainly by 

Codman, while the exterior is the result of Hoppin’s work. The Mount’s design reinforces 

the intimacy of the spaces, the separation of the public and private, and the centrality of 

usefulness and comfort. The house’s two-story exterior front of the house is approached 

from a private forecourt, while the three-story back elevation includes a wide Palladian 

double-staircase leading to a series of gardens. The relatively simple front door 

telegraphs that one is entering an intimate country rather than a grand estate.  

The entry level is carved from the hillside and opens into a wide vestibule that 

runs nearly the length of the house. As outlined in Houses, this entry hall is not the 

multifunctional living space with the tables, porcelain, and seating common in Victorian 

homes, but rather an entry designed by Codman to resemble a grotto following Houses’ 

decree that the vestibule should appear to be weatherproof (fig. 11).45  

 

 

 
 
Figure 11: The Mount’s Codman-designed vestibule 

Accessed from: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:The_Mount,_Lenox,_Massachusetts 
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A stairway is hidden behind mirrored doors at the end of the vestibule and matched on 

the other end by doors concealing a coatroom. Houses had earlier argued that staircases 

should not be in sight of visitors because they lead to increasingly private areas of the 

home. This principle is incorporated at The Mount where the stairs are elegant but not a 

decorative focus.  

The Mount’s second level contains the principle rooms for entertaining. A long 

hall spans the length of front of the house and is brightened by three large arched 

windows facing the forecourt (fig. 12). This gallery is light and airy due to the high 

arched ceilings conforming to Houses’ dictates that fine rooms should be “large, very 

high-studded, and not over crowded with furniture.”46  
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Figure 12: The Mount’s second floor gallery 

Accessed from: http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2008/04/save_the_mount.html 

 

 

The gallery terminates in Teddy’s small white paneled study adjoins Wharton’s much 

larger library. Rooms line the back of the house enfilade from the library to a large living 

room, concluding with the dining room. Each of these three rooms opens onto a large 

Palladian terrace overlooking gardens, woods, and in Wharton’s residency a visible lake. 

Throughout the house, doors and windows are arranged symmetrically in keeping with a 

central tenet of Houses. Pictures of the oak-paneled library and drawing/living room from 
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Wharton’s time show comfortable French furniture with French marble fireplaces, 

bergère chair which Houses credits with being the first comfortable chairs (fig. 13).47  

 

 

 
 
Figure 13: Photograph of Wharton’s library at The Mount 

Accessed from: http://littleaugury.blogspot.com/2009/01/dogs-designers-dogs-rooms-fit-for-dogs.html 

 

 

Books are the main décor of the library as Houses argues they should be. During 

Wharton’s occupancy only a tapestry, but no paintings, hung on the library’s walls. The 

living room is comfortable and welcoming in keeping with Houses’ warning against 

maintaining a largely unused “best parlour.” The large, light-painted living room is the 

only in the house with plaster moldings on the ceiling, though they are simple. The white 

paneled dining room has a circular table and no textiles beyond a tablecloth because “the 
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avoidance of all stuff hangings and heavy curtains is of great importance” in a dining 

room to diminish the retention of odors.48 The Louis XIV-style dining room furniture was 

transferred from Land’s End.49  

The staircase continues to an upstairs containing family and guest bedrooms. A 

central hall leads to Wharton’s bedroom suite with Houses’ requisite three rooms --- 

bedroom (where Wharton wrote each morning), bathroom, and boudoir/sitting room. 

Furnished today in a similar manner as in Wharton’s time, the suite maintains the 

simplicity of the rest of the house with painted and polished Louis XV and XVI furniture 

and paintings set in mouldings in wall (fig. 14).  

 

 

 
 
Figure 14: Photograph of Wharton’s Bedroom at The Mount 

Accessed from: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/05/arts/design/whartons-curtains-are-recreated-renoirs-letters-go-on-

sale.html?_r=0 
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Violating Houses’ dislike of wallpaper, Wharton decorated her bedroom with a light 

green wallpaper and pink toile curtains.  

Through the design and decoration of The Mount, Wharton seems to be saying 

that this is a place to be comfortable and, more importantly, that this house belongs to 

her. Though she and Teddy remained married during their ownership of the Mount, the 

main house is clearly designed around her preferences and with her uses (her large library 

where she entertained her artist friends, her bedroom suite) at the forefront. Ironically, 

one of Teddy’s final acts during their marriage was to sell The Mount in 1911 without 

informing its creator, his wife Edith Wharton. 

The influence of Houses and American Renaissance style is evident not only at 

The Mount, but also in other building and design projects of the era. The Vanderbilt 

Mansion at Hyde Park, is an especially fine extant example and, compared to the family’s 

Newport mansions, the neoclassical Hyde Park house is modest. While much of the 

mansion was decorated by Stanford White and retains some of the heaviness of the 

Victorian era, other rooms are closer to the period lightness advocated by Wharton and 

Codman. Mrs. Vanderbilt hired Codman directly to design Louis XV-style rooms for her 

personal use.50 The 1897 Codman-designed three-room bedroom suite follows Houses’ 

precepts, though meet his client’s demand for grandiosity. Codman’s work for Vanderbilt 

produced a grand French-style bedroom with a formal rail separating the bed from the 

rest of the room as in French palaces. Codman’s personal sketch of the room shows an 
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adherence to historical styles and classical symmetry in the light-painted paneling and the 

addition of an ornamental-only door (fig. 15).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 15: Codman’s design for Vanderbilt bedroom at Hyde Park 

Accessed from: https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7b9E70F35C-236F-4184-8C80-

577FA1738F37%7d&amp;oid=405318 

 

 

Codman also designed much of the period reproduction furniture in the room. A wry 

commentator remarked on Mrs. Vanderbilt’s choice of design for this room and the 

message may have sought to convey, “she could literally live out her admiration for the 

grand ladies of eighteenth-century France.”51  

In his work on other projects, Codman was less wedded to French design than 

was Wharton. Houses does note that English design is at times appropriate, though 

Wharton herself rarely adopted it. Perhaps as result of his heritage and training, Codman 

                                                 
51 Mark Alan Hewitt, The Architect and the American Country House, 1890 – 1940. 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 133. 



32 

 

worked in both English and early American styles. For example, Codman’s 1900 

remodeling and redecoration of Eben Howard Gay, Walter Gay’s uncle’s Boston 

townhouse in an elegant Georgian style with Chippendale furnishings, later identified as 

reproductions.52 Codman’s architectural work is strongly based on appropriation of 

existing designs sketched in his travels. His papers are replete with drawings of historical 

buildings and his work frequently repeats designs he found pleasing. This preoccupation 

identifying the best in design is reflected in the testimony of Nicholas King, who grew up 

in a Codman-designed Manhattan townhouse. King reports feeling Codman’s 

“consummate authority – authority in a staircase and its railing, a window frame, the 

paneling of a door, a chimney piece with its glass.53 A visitor to extant Codman-designed 

houses in New York and Boston notes “a sense of ease and well-being that steals over us 

as we walk through rooms in which each proportion is well judged.”54 This sense and its 

elevation of the person experiencing it is central goals of Houses and the American 

Renaissance. 

The Decoration of Houses was influential immediately both in the United States 

and Europe and viewed as “a bible of good taste.”55 Just as Wharton’s fiction uses the 

decorative arts to represent the public and internal aspects of her characters, Houses 

posits that one’s home reflects one’s self. As Wharton explained in her short novel New 
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Year’s Day, “The most perilous coquetry may not be in a woman’s way of arranging her 

dress but in her way of arranging her drawing room.”56 The adoption of Houses’ dictates, 

especially its assertion of the appropriateness of French eighteen-century design for 

American interiors and the connection between one’s home, one’s self and civilization 

was especially powerful for wealthy Americans. In making a statement about their taste 

through their interiors, the wealthy also needed a means to announce their taste more 

widely. Fortunately for them, the American Renaissance overlapped with the career of an 

American expatriate painter with a keen eye for the decorative arts and an ability to 

capture the soul of a fine interior.  
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CHAPTER TWO: WALTER GAY’S INTERIOR POEMS 

 

At the same time, I admit that our little American family-group here is more 

closely intimate and more agreeably intelligent, than any now left me in 

America. Our ambassador, Bacon and his wife and daughter, are of it; Edith 

Wharton is almost the centre of it. The Walter Gays do the painting. Mrs. 

Cameron fills in the action. Sturgis Bigelow, Walter Berry (another of the 

Washington circle), and I, run from one to the other.  

– Henry Adams57 

 

 In his missive from Paris, acclaimed diarist, historian, and presidential scion 

Henry Adams (1838-1918) captures the unique social whirl of Americans in early 

twentieth-century Europe. This clique of artists, diplomats, aristocrats, and the wealthy 

entertained and amused each other in a society they deemed more sophisticated than what 

awaited at home. Adams portrays an exclusive set including the American ambassador to 

France; the wife of a former U.S. Secretary of War and U.S. Senator, herself the niece of 

General William Tecumseh Sherman; a Harvard educated physician and noted early 

collector of Japanese art, and a Van Rensselaer bon vivant diplomat whom Wharton 

considered the love of her life. Edith Wharton and Walter Gay rounded out the group 

with their literary and artistic bona fides. 

Expatriates Wharton, Gay, and to a lesser extent Ogden Codman, Jr. joined an 

elite set that considered western Europe the pinnacle of culture. The three moved in a 
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sophisticated trans-Atlantic social circle whose art reflected their rarified life. In their 

biographies, the names of the same close friends appear repeatedly including Henry 

James, Egerton Winthrop, Bernard Berenson, and George Vanderbilt. Just as their social 

lives regularly intersected, Wharton, Codman and Gay’s work lives were tied together in 

many ways --- Wharton and Codman, for instance, helped to promote the aesthetic that 

inspired Gay’s painting, Codman decorated Gay’s brother’s Boston home, Gay painted 

rooms Codman designed, Gay repeatedly painted Wharton’s home and his work, in turn, 

hung on her walls.   

Wharton and Codman each found early design inspiration in Europe and Gay was 

later drawn abroad by its artistic promise. While Wharton and Codman’s European 

experience began as children, Gay first travelled to the continent as a young adult seeking 

the classical artistic training so central to the American Renaissance. Just as The 

Decoration of Houses advised that “close studies of the best models” could be had only 

in Europe,58 Gay likewise believed a European experience vital to the development of 

American artists and recommended a two or three-year stint in Europe as a capstone to 

their education. Writing in 1905, he advised that the young artist “should unquestionably 

spend as much time as he can afford abroad. Art knows no country. Wherever it is found 

to be at its best, there the young artist should live for a time. In particular, the 

opportunities to study the art of other periods are greater in Europe than in America.”59 

Through their promotion of the unique ability of European models to inform American 
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architects, designers, and artists in their efforts to establish a new national art, the trio 

were in the mainstream of American Renaissance thinking.  

 Entry into a profession was an optional diversion for Codman and a shocking 

aspiration for Wharton; as part of a respected, financially comfortable family Gay was 

not among the American leisure class. Born in Massachusetts in 1856 to a Harvard-

educated lawyer father, Gay expressed an early interest in drawing.60 While Wharton and 

Codman spent their youth in the rarified environments of Europe, Gay’s most significant 

boyhood journey outside Massachusetts was to his uncle’s Nebraska ranch. At sixteen, he 

spent a year working on the plains.61 Gay filled notebooks with wildlife sketches62 and 

learned the first-rate riding, hunting, and shooting skills that would later make him a 

favorite house party guest.63 Gay remembered his youthful period “out West” so fondly 

that much of his memoirs are devoted to his adventures there. 

Gay was encouraged in his studies by his uncle, noted landscape painter 

Winckworth Allan Gay (1821-1910) who had studied in Europe along with friend 

William Morris Hunt.64 Returning to Massachusetts from Nebraska and intent on a career 

as an artist, Gay entered a studio and took drawing classes sometimes receiving criticism 

from Hunt, a champion the French Barbizon school of painting.65 The young Gay focused 
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on floral still life paintings, which he exhibited mainly in Boston galleries though he 

exhibited a floral study the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition.66  

Becoming an Expatriate Artist 

Gay’s Uncle Winckworth and Hunt both encouraged him to study in Europe. In 

1876 at the age of twenty-one, Gay found himself bound for Paris and joined the studio 

of Léon Bonnat (1833-1922) with whom he studied for three years. Bonnat, who became 

a professor at the École des Beaux-Arts in 1882 and later its director, was a popular 

teacher whose students included Henri Talouse-Lautrec, and Americans Thomas Eakins 

and John Singer Sargent. Sargent and Gay both would paint a type of portraits of the elite 

and formed an enduring friendship while briefly sharing a studio in Paris.67 Bonnat 

himself painted in a variety of genres while encouraging his students to seek simplicity 

and to impart an effect rather than to accurately document details. American painter 

Barclay Day, who also studied with Bonnat, explained, “Unless exceptionally good or 

bad, he took scarcely any notice of details, wishing his pupils to devote all their energy to 

get their studies of form right as a whole.”68 

 While a student in Paris, Gay came into contact with fellow painters Édouard 

Manet, Giovanni Boldini, and Edgar Degas, who along with Sargent were to affect his 

work. Gay recalled that Degas especially influential to him; particularly his use of light 

and pastel tones. In 1878, Gay spent a month in Spain at Bonnat’s urging to study the 
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work of Diego Velázquez (1599 – 1660). Gay found Velázquez “a revelation”69 that 

convinced him to extend his study in Europe to improve his drawing skills. Back at 

Bonnat’s studio Gay entered his first Paris Salon in 1879 where his painting The Fencing 

Lesson received rave reviews calling him “the surprise of the year among Americans.”70  

 By the mid-1880s, Gay had begun to focus on scenes of peasants at work and at 

home though he also painted more elegant society subjects. Peasant life had been a 

frequent subject for members of the Barbizon school like Hunt and to a lesser extent 

Bonnat. Examples of Gay’s subjects in this period include a peasant woman quietly 

saying grace over her simple meal in sparse surroundings (La Bénédicité, 1888) and 

women at solitary work in a cigarette factory (Las Cigarreras, 1894). Each painting 

shows Gay’s developing sensitivity to the effect of light on his subjects. While his work 

in this period depicts somber themes, light streams through windows presaging the role 

light and color were to play in his later paintings. Though the themes diverge, Gay’s 

painting technique take on a form influenced by Impressionism with short, slight 

strokes.71 Gay’s paintings won gold medals at many European exhibitions and his work 

became increasingly sought-after including by collectors and the French government 

which made multiple purchases for the Luxembourg Museum in Paris.72 Gay had 

established himself as an artist, but it was his marriage that would catapult him into a 

glittering social class and change the course of his career. 
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In 1887, Gay met American Matilda Travers (1855-1943) in Paris and they 

married two years later. His artistic success and marriage to the daughter of “the most 

popular man in New York”73 Wall Street millionaire William R. Travers made Gay a 

fixture of an exclusive society on both sides of the Atlantic. Art historian Isabel Taube 

notes that, for an artist, Gay enjoyed an unusual acceptance into elite European society.74 

His personal qualities, his oft-noted charm, reputation as one of the best shots in the 

country,75 and his French fluency kept Gay in demand as a companion in haute société. 

Sought-after for weekend hunting parties hosted by English and French aristocrats, Gay 

was at liberty to roam freely some of the greatest estates in Europe, exposing him to the 

types of architecture and design Houses deemed the best models to study.76  

In addition to money and cache, Gay’s marriage brought him an important 

professional connection, and a close friendship, with Edith Wharton. Travers and 

Wharton were girlhood friends from New York and Newport and as adults were frequent 

guests in each other’s homes in Europe and America. The women exchanged chatty 

letters throughout their lives covering topics both mundane (new cars, rude American 

tourists) and striking (Teddy Wharton’s increasingly erratic behavior). The couples were 

so close that Wharton considered renting a house near the Gays in France and a manic 

incident preceding Wharton’s decision to divorce took place at the Gays’ home. Wharton 
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grew to be a supporter of Gay’s work, attending exhibitions, including him in a World 

War I fundraising volume she organized, promoting his work to friends, allowing the 

publication of paintings of her rooms, and displaying his work within her own home. 

Perhaps the most meaningful testament to the depth of their shared friendship and 

admiration is that Gay repeatedly painted Wharton’s Pavilion Colombe, the only subject 

outside his own homes to which he returned.77 

Gay had long been a collector of paintings and etchings but his marriage to 

Matilda, who inherited three million dollars from her father in 1887, gave him the means 

to indulge a burgeoning interest in the decorative arts. A visitor to Gay’s Paris studio 

during this period described it as “finely fitted up with antique furniture, rugs and 

draperies. An old harp stood in one corner, its gilded wood work making a picturesque 

effect against the dark of a carved cabinet.”78 He and Matilda became frequent bidders at 

auction and visitors to antique shops. Gay’s reputation of having a keen eye for 

eighteenth century decorative arts as well as drawings by master artists allowed him to 

amass a wide personal collection and to advise American museums on their acquisitions 

in Europe. 

Elegant Interiors 

By 1895 when Gay’s genre paintings of peasants had won many medals and he 

was elected to the French Legion of Honor,79 he turned to a dramatically different 
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subject. Perhaps Gay now felt able to explore new ideas as an established artist bolstered 

by Matilda’s inheritance. Seemingly freed from pedestrian financial concerns, he may 

have decided to paint only what he personally found pleasing – which was increasingly 

interiors with fine decorative arts. In his memoirs, Gay explained his motivation,  

Medals and honours were all very well, but to obtain them I was obliged to make 

too many concessions to the public in the way of subject and treatment. Besides I 

felt I could be more personal in small ones. Added to this I had a sentiment for the 

past: it meant much to me. So I painted many studies at the Chateau de 

Fortoiseau, without exhibiting them, showing them only to sympathetic people 

who could understand what I was trying to do. I was searching for the spirit of 

empty rooms – interiors.80 

 

Gay’s increasing exposure to both the ideals of the American Renaissance and his access 

to the finest in French architecture and design may have moved him to focus on rooms 

that coupled with his own artistry epitomized Houses’ “the right precedent” in interior 

design.81 From this period until his death, Gay’s work focused on portraits of rooms 

without inhabitants, though other subjects including gardens and architecture at times 

caught his eye.  

 Gay’s paintings of Chateau de Fortoiseau in Magnanville, France, which he and 

Matilda rented from 1895 until 1904, show his early fondness for French design as 

promoted by Houses. An 1895 watercolor of the dining room, for example, shows a 

mastery of light and the suggestion of mood through simple architecture and objects (fig. 

16).  
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Figure 16: Dining Room, Magnanville 

Walter Gay, 1895, Watercolor, gouache, and graphite on paper mounted on board. 13 ¼ x 16 ¾ inches. Private 

collection. Accessed from: http://www.agentofstyle.com/2013/10/03/the-dean-of-american-artists-walter-gay/ 

 

 

The painting’s brick-floored paneled hall with a Louis XV rattan chair opening to a 

dining room with a glimpse of a table and breakfront with dishes, seem to be a bridge 

between Gay’s earlier work and his interior subjects. Dining Room’s simplicity and 

restrained color palette feature in both his genre paintings of the working class and his 

later paintings of elegant rooms. Gay’s decision to eliminate human figures from the 

scene, however, is a marked departure from his earlier studies. In Dining Room, Gay lets 

the interior and its furnishings themselves tell the story. The open door and the objects on 

the table suggest that the room has been recently used, but the inhabitants are depicted 

only indirectly through their surroundings. Here, Gay presents a space that while sparsely 

furnished conforms to Houses’ dictates in that the plain boisserie, the simple yet beautiful 
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chair, the dishes, and the streaming sunlight can form an interior that is welcoming, 

comfortable, and perfectly suited for its use. 

 Gay produced his interior pictures for nearly ten years before they appeared in a 

solo large exhibition. In the interim, he created many studies of his own homes and those 

of his friends. He worked mainly in France, but also in England and much less frequently 

in the United States. As a quick painter, Gay produced his work on site typically at his 

friends’ homes – with or without their permission.82 As a result, when the first large 

exhibition was held in 1905 at the Galerie Georges Petit in Paris, a commentator reflected 

“what is surprising about the exhibition is not only the great variety of interiors 

represented but the extent of the patronage that the artist had been able to cultivate with a 

minimum of public exposure…these lenders were part of Gay’s social world.”83 Gay 

again had a one-man exhibition at Galerie Georges Petit in 1908. The show then travelled 

to New York for his first large exhibition in the U.S. of his interior paintings. Gay’s 

personal taste was now viewed as so integral to his work that his paintings were installed 

among Gay’s own collection of furniture and decorative art.84 Edith Wharton, joined by 

her friend Winthrop, attended and wrote her congratulations to Gay. 

I must send you a line to tell you what a deep and varied impression I received 

from seeing all your pictures together, undisturbed by jarring elements and setting 

each other off like the flowers in some delicately chosen bouquet. One felt more 

keenly from the repetition of the impression your wonderful sensitiveness to 

colour, and the happy and harmonious effects you get from it…flitting light 

seemed everywhere in the little gallery, from the dim reflection of the embers on 
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the andirons to the play of sunbeams on the black and white floor of your dining-

room at the Breau.85  

 

Despite Wharton’s expertise in design, she praises the paintings’ effects. Just as Houses 

is concerned with the mood derived from correct architecture and decoration --- comfort, 

harmony, proportion, appropriateness --- Wharton applauds the “happy and harmonious 

effects” that result from a room so pleasing that no individual object dominates.  

Gay’s exhibition in the U.S. increased his renown among wealthy Americans and 

a second solo show was mounted in 1913 at Gimpel & Wildenstein in New York. The 

fifty-nine paintings of interiors on exhibit met almost universal approval. The exhibition 

catalog’s introductory essay acclaims how Gay “understood that inanimate things, 

especially those, which owing to their great age, have more memories, are possessed of a 

little soul of their own, of whose furtive fluttering he tries to give us a glimpse.”86 

Edward Robinson (1858-1931), director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

congratulated Gay on the exhibit noting wryly that it “makes a very bright and attractive 

appearance – especially sympathetic after one has come away from one remarkable 

exhibition of M.M. les Cubists, les Futurists, and the other sons of affliction.”87 In 

comparing Gay’s work favorably with the revolutionary modern artists exhibiting at the 

                                                 
85 Edith Wharton to Walter Gay, April 1908. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 

Institution, Washington, D.C., Box 1, Folder 7, Scrapbook 2, Typescripts, 1906-1919, 

101. 
86 Gimpel and Wildenstein Catalog, “Walter Gay,” by Henri Lavendan. Archives of 

American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Box 1, Folder 4, Scrapbook 2, 

367. 
87 Edward Robinson to Walter Gay, March 6, 1913. Archives of American Art, 

Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Box 1 Folder 4, Scrapbook 2, 376-7. 



45 

 

legendary Armory show,88 Robinson expresses a preference for Gay’s stock in trade --- 

the beautiful and recognizable. Gay’s work, however, in its fictiveness and focus on 

creating impressions had more in common with the groundbreaking work being exhibited 

across town than was readily apparent. 

 Gay was always on the lookout for suitable subjects. He glumly wrote to Matilda 

from Berlin in 1905, “nothing whatever to paint, or to look at, for that matter, except 

modern streets; not an old house or building of any description whatever, and everything 

hideously new.”89 Similarly, on a visit to Scotland to hunt, Walter included a postscript to 

Matilda, “There’s absolutely nothing to paint here.”90 He was moved by both the simple 

and the extravagant as long as they comported with his vision of good taste as embodied 

in the designs of eighteenth-century France, and less frequently England. Wharton 

attributed to the French a sensitiveness to beauty that she labeled “the seeing eye”, a trait 

she blamed American religiosity for diminishing at home, but likely would have found 

Walter Gay to possess.91 

                                                 
88 The Armory Show was to usher in modern artists, causing the reputations of Gay and 

his friend and fellow society artist John Singer Sargent to suffer. Even contemporary 
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the Gilded Age?" American Quarterly 52, no. 3 (2000), 515. 
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91 Edith Wharton, French Ways and Their Meaning (New York: D. Appleton and 
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A Tasteful Life at Château du Bréau 

By 1907 the Gays had bought Château du Bréau, an impressive country home in 

which to escape their Paris apartment. Le Bréau was four-story brick and stone house 

built in 1705, which the couple had rented for the summer since 1905. Far from modest, 

Le Bréau (fig. 17) was set among 500 acres of gardens, woods, and fields in the 

Fontainebleau forest.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 17: Photograph of Château du Bréau 

Accessed from: http://www.akpool.co.uk/postcards/24012183-postcard-dammarie-les-lys-cpa-77-chateau-du-

breau  

 

 

The Gays purchased Le Bréau and much of its contents from the Comtesse de Gramont 

who collected eighteenth-century furniture, boisserie, and portraits that Gay felt “give the 



47 

 

impression of a family seat.”92 Gay’s brother William understatedly congratulated them 

on the purchase of their “pretty big toy.”93 Le Bréau became a popular subject for Walter, 

a focus of the couple’s collecting, and a frequent stop for all members of their social set. 

Wharton herself used Le Bréau as a model for the château in her 1912 novel, The Reef. In 

the story Mrs. Veath recalls her first sight of the house as a young bride.  

The mere phrase “a French chateau” had called up to her youthful fancy a throng 

of romantic associations, poetic, pictorial and emotional; and the serene face of 

the old house seated in its park among the poplar-bordered meadows of middle 

France, had seemed, on her first sight of it, to hold out to her a fate as noble and 

dignified as its own mien.94  

 

Matilda modestly wrote to friends that Le Bréau was a “reconstruction” because 

numerous additions and modifications had been made by the Gramonts to conform with 

an eighteenth-century style.95 The Gays, along with Wharton and Codman, embraced 

reproductions and reconstruction on the grounds that utility and appropriateness trumped 

authenticity is the driving factor in making a proper home.96 

 At Le Bréau the Gays found an environment that embodied the inspiration for 

American Renaissance artists. In their home, the Gays created a mood similar to Walter’s 

paintings of domestic interiors. The adoption of French design by the Americans was so 

successful, that during a 1907 visit Henry Adams wrote “…Le Breau seemed harmony 

itself, even in Yankee hands. Mme. la Comtesse Gay du Breau was in very good form 
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and excellent health, and they obviously enjoy their new rank and position in the country. 

But it is curious; Vaux, Courances, Le Breau, the three great houses, all in the hands that 

one flatters in calling new.97 

Le Bréau was Gay’s favorite subject. He produced an unknown number of 

drawings, watercolors, and oil paintings of the house and its grounds. One of the most 

painted views was the salon and its Louis XV commode. (fig. 18)  

 

 

 
 

Figure 18: Salon, Château du Bréau 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, 22 x 18 inches (56 x 46 cm). Unknown Date. Mark Murray Fine Paintings. Accessed 

from: http://www.markmurray.com/gay-walter-the-salon-chateau-du-breau  
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He manipulated this view of the salon in his many paintings of it --- changing the 

decorative objects on the commode, placing different pieces of furniture, and even subtly 

altering the room’s dimensions. In each, Gay’s vision conforms to the dictates Wharton 

and Codman outlined in Houses. The rocialle-style chairs with their swelling shapes and 

upholstered seats are the epitome of eighteenth century comfort, the elegant Transition-

period commode, the simple boisserie, porcelain, and art would meet with Houses’ 

approval as it contends that heavy furniture and a cluttered décor result from trying to 

make up for “a lack of architectural composition in the treatment of walls.”98 The only 

element in Gay’s favorite view of his salon that Houses would have frowned on is the 

elaborate drapery.  

Gay was known to depict rooms more as he thought most pleasing than how they 

actually appeared. For example, the commode in Salon was featured in Gay’s paintings 

of different rooms in the house. Indeed, at times he even substituted a fireplace from an 

entirely different house for the one that existed in search of the perfect composition. 

Gay’s vision of the proper environment so reflected Houses’ teachings that Le Bréau’s 

Pink Room even had a similar toile de Jouy in pink and crème as recommended by 

Codman to Wharton for Land’s End and which she installed again in her bedroom at The 

Mount.99 100 Houses, of course, shuns wallpaper as unhygienic and responsible for “the 

obliteration of the over-door and over-mantel, and to the gradual submerging under a 
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flood of pattern of all the main lines of the wall-spaces.”101 Regardless, the authors and 

their followers were unable to overcome the appeal of wallpaper, especially ones with 

what they deemed appropriate subjects. 

In both his paintings and his decoration of the physical house, Gay was on the 

lookout for the opportunity to refine his vision. In a 1914 letter to Matilda, Walter 

assessed updates being made to Le Bréau’s décor. 

The Breau looks charmingly, as it always does. The tapissiers haven’t finished 

yet. The sofas and chairs in the parlor are a very great success, with their 

covering of silk with the green stripe. Those in the petit salon less so. They are 

covered with a strong yellow and a stronger green stripe – too strong for the 

room. In fact, I don’t remember having chosen it. They look dark in color also, 

but the little Directoire chairs in my downstairs bed chamber are the greatest 

success of all. They are perfectly killing in their yellow coverings with a design 

which is exactly right. 102  

 

In his painting of the petite salon, which had been repurposed as a studio, Les Tableaux, 

Breau, the vexing yellow chairs with the green stripe are depicted in pastel tones. (fig. 

19)  
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102 Walter Gay to Matilda Gay, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 
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Figure 19: Les Tableaux, Château du Bréau 

Walter Gay, ca. 1918 or later, Oil on canvas, 17 ½ x 21 inches, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C. Accession 

Number HC.P.1936.36.(O) Accessed from: http://museum.doaks.org/Obj826?sid=7153&x=45767&sort=76 

 

 

This room, which served more as a gallery for his work than a site where much painting 

was completed, has an elegance in accordance with Houses. The boisserie, the top row of 

imbedded portrait paintings, the wooden floor and the utilitarian nature of the room’s 

objects are appropriate for the room’s purpose. The nineteenth-century green tufted 

armchair, however, seems heavy and out of place though comfortable. In this room, Gay 

added a lower row of his own paintings of Le Bréau’s park below the inset paintings from 

the eighteenth century. In agreement with Houses, the room contains paintings in their 

ideal setting embedded in the paneling and in the less desirable, but still acceptable, form 
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fastened directly on the wall.103 In a nod to his friendship with Wharton, Gay includes his 

painting the drawing room at Pavilion Columbe on the central easel.  

In addition to being agonizingly aware of the importance of each decision within 

the house, both Walter and Matilda could be highly critical of others. Gay recounts 

visiting the home of renowned decorator Elsie de Wolfe and her partner Elisabeth 

Marbury, noting “on the outside are marble columns supporting a veranda – perhaps just 

a little grand for such a small house…”104 The Gays found fault with Wharton’s 

decorating choices too. Wharton herself acknowledged that in her own spaces she failed 

to follow the Houses’ precepts, and both Codman and the Gays noticed (and criticized) 

the quality of Wharton’s objects. In a letter Codman describes Wharton’s large salon as 

“of a cold hard Louis Philippe gray…with bois naturel furniture covered with the ugliest 

cretonne [woven cloth] I ever saw…and a hideous colour. Walter had painted the room a 

lovely soft yellowish gray, and had put in a sofa of painted wood…covered in a charming 

material. [The Gays] begged me not to tell Mrs. Wharton…But they do not think she has 

much taste, no eye for colour. Alas, I quite agree with them both.”105 The painting to 

which Codman refers may be a charming work (fig. 20) infused with reflected light, an 

elegant curving sofa angled toward the viewer, few objects, and a more open space than 

existed in the actual room.  
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Figure 20: Salon, Pavilion Columbe 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, Date unknown. Private collection. Accessed from: 

http://www.omnilexica.com/?q=Walter+Gay  

 

 

Gay’s lightened palette, selection of furniture, and striping of ornamentation makes the 

room inviting. 

 Gay’s personal affinity for fine homes and furniture gave his work a distinctly 

romantic, affectionate quality. One critic pointed out that while interiors had been the 

subject of other artists, Gay’s work held a particular charm that he attributed to his 

sympathy and education in the decorative arts.  

He lives in some of the rooms that he paints, and has long been familiar with 

many others… knows the very spirit of that French civilization…For him a desk, 

a chair, a bookcase, or a statuette upon the mantelpiece possesses character. 

Especially he is aware in these things of a wonderful elegance of line and of color, 

of form and of texture, and so in some curious fashion he can communicate life, 

the life of beauty, to pictures which might seem from a certain point of view to 
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have no human interest whatever. As a matter of fact, they are in their way actual 

human documents, subtly expressive of a social movement and even of individual 

tastes and habits.”106 

 

The connection between personal interior spaces and the refinement of the human spirit 

makes Gay’s work portraiture. 

The Tradition of Interior Paintings 

Gay’s move toward interiors as the subject places him as part of a small group of 

fine artists drawn to architecture and interior design. This movement may owe much of 

its development to the advent of photography. The novelty of photography allowed the 

documentation of a variety of homes. In The Tasteful Interlude: American Interiors 

through the Camera’s Eye, 1860 -1917, historian William Seale collects photographs of 

interiors ranging from a Colorado miner’s house to the high style Payne Whitney Fifth 

Avenue mansion. The work provides rare insight into private decoration throughout the 

period. Seale notes that these homes show more accurately how Americans from many 

walks of life actually lived, beyond the influence of style-makers like Wharton, Codman, 

the Herter Brothers, and Stanford White.107108 Perhaps most importantly for this study, 

the eclectic nature of the images point to a fundamental recognition of private interiors’ 

ability serve as a portrait of their inhabitants.  
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An effort showcase America’s evolving taste after the Centennial, and elevate 

owners, motivated the publication of Artistic Houses: Being a Series of Interior Views of 

a number of the Most Beautiful Homes in the United States with A Description of the Art 

Treasures contained therein (1883-84) by D. Appleton and Company. Like the 

Decoration of Houses seven years earlier, Artistic Houses addressed a specific, privileged 

audience limited to 500 subscribers.109 In photographing the interiors of 97 houses 

belonging to the very elite of American society, Artistic Houses provides valuable images 

of wealthy interiors of the period while also flattering and giving a stamp of approval to 

the taste of the owners. Compared to the elegant interiors captured by Gay, however, the 

203 black and white photographs of rooms included Artistic Houses’ four volumes are 

heavy and cluttered more in keeping with the style discarded by Wharton and Codman. 

The one home of which they likely would have approved, that belonging to Egerton 

Winthrop, stands out from the others in its more European-centric approach. 

 While photography provided one medium for documenting interior design, fine 

artists have long painted interior scenes. Most, however, painted interiors secondary to 

human figures with the interior serving as a backdrop for portraits. Art historian Taube 

argues that capturing interiors because of their own intrinsic artistry rather than their 

documentary function began early in the nineteenth century.110 A group of German 

architectural artists, in particular, painted interiors with an artistic bent. Eduard Gaertner 
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(1801-1877), Wilhelm Amandus Beer (1837-1907), and Karl Wilhelm Streckfuss (1817 – 

1896), for example, painted detailed realistic interior scenes (fig. 21) along with other 

genres.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 21: A Sitting Room with a Writing Table 

Wilhelm Amadeus Beer, 1867, Brush watercolor, Gold paint over graphite. 29.5 x 37.5 cm (11 5/8 x 14 3/4 in.); 

Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution, Thaw Collection; 2007-27-64. Accessed from: 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/18708221/  

 

 

It is possible that the three adopted this detailed approach in an effort to compete with the 

increasing popularity of photography. The legendary German painter and favorite of 

Frederick the Great, Adoph von Menzel (1815-1905) 111 also produced a few gauzy 
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interior scenes of simple rooms. Menzel’s paintings and studies, more so than that of the 

German architectural school, seem to anticipate Gay’s approach to light and mood (fig. 

22).  

 

 

 
 
Figure 22: The Balcony Room 

Adolph von Menzel, 1845, Oil on canvas. Alte Nationalgalerie, National Museums, Berlin. Accessed from: 

https://theartist.me/collection/oil-painting/the-balcony-room/ 

 

 

Gay surely would have been familiar with theses artists’ work and perhaps even knew 

them personally, but what influence they may have had on him is unknown.  

Frenchman Edouard Vuillard (1868–1940) is also among period artists in whose 

work interiors feature strongly and who presents yet another approach to capturing 
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rooms. In his energetic and highly patterned work, which predated Gay’s turn to interiors 

and with which he was surely familiar, Vuillard focused on the spaces of regular people. 

Writing in 1894, Vuillard provides a thought-provoking counterpoint to Wharton, 

Codman, and Gay’s work, noting and as he assessed the decoration of his own bedroom, 

“I was struck by the abundance of ornament in these objects. They are what one calls in 

bad taste….it’s just as difficult, even more so I think, but very instructive, to understand a 

vulgar thing…a common thing, as it is to understand a beautiful sacred thing that has 

moved you.”112 The point of view Vuillard offers in his peopled interiors is very different 

from Gay’s --- Vuillard seems to be inviting viewers to look, to examine; while Gay is 

asking them to feel, to sense.  

Other Gay contemporaries, such as Sargent, William Merritt Chase, and James 

McNeill Whistler, produced paintings in which the interior and its decorative arts were 

central to the work, but typically used as what art historian Taube has dubbed an “artful 

interior” for human figures rather as than the subject themselves.113 British artist Sir John 

Lavery (1856-1941) and Frenchman Maurice Lobre (1862-1951) were also among the 

Gay contemporaries who produced interior paintings. Sargent explained to Matilda why 

he viewed Gay’s work as superior to that of these artists. She recorded in her diary 

Sargent’s observation, “Lobre’s pictures gave him the impression of a dull day, with the 

rain pouring down outside, and the rooms dim with melancholy; whereas Walter Gay’s 
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interiors seem so bright and gay, with the windows open, the birds singing, and sunshine 

pouring in.”114  

Indeed, Gay’s approach differed markedly from that of these other artists. In 

adopting a more impressionistic style, Gay is not striving for realism but to provide the 

viewer the effect of the room itself established through its architecture, decorative arts, 

and the artist’s own skill and preferences. Like Wharton and Codman, Gay promotes his 

own vision of good taste through his selection of subjects, editing of objects and 

ornamentation, and light-handed way of presenting them. His preference for eighteenth-

century decorative arts is advanced by his paintings and reflects his absorption of 

Houses’ and the American Renaissance vision of the role of interiors can play in private 

life. Art historian Taube explains the depth of the connection, “Sharing their attitude, 

Walter Gay dressed up a current idea of dwelling in elements from the past in order to 

imbue the present with a tastefulness and poetic atmosphere he found lacking in the here 

and now.”115 Through manipulation and presentation, Gay’s interior paintings portray the 

artist’s vision of an elegant life --- a vision that had been refined through his connection 

with fine people and fine places. In admiring this aspect of Gay’s work, critic Alfred 

Stevens note “It is more difficult to put atmosphere into an interior than to paint open 

air.”116 Gay’s work, somewhat ironically, creates an atmosphere composed of French 

furniture, sculpture, tapestries, porcelain and even the paintings of renowned old masters 

that is light and assessable even as the objects themselves might be foreign and off-
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putting. By omitting human figures, Gay engages in subtle story-telling of how interior 

design and the decorative arts can create both tasteful environments and people of taste. 

Gay’s Paintings for Friends and Family 

Unlike many other painters of interiors, Gay was often working in homes with 

which he was intimately acquainted. As a result, he was generally able to paint only what 

suited him. Gay’s comfort in the greatest homes of Europe is alluded to in a letter by 

Henry Adams noting the he and his travelling party of the American Ambassador and a 

U.S. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge “ran over to Vaux [le Vicompte] and breakfasted. We 

found Walter Gay there, sketching, but no one else except M. Sommier, the owner.”117 

Gay was a frequent guest and bridge partner of his neighbors the Sommiers at Vaux le 

Vicompe, the inspiration for Versailles. So confident in his selection of subjects was Gay 

that even the aristocracy could not dictate to him. In a 1907 letter to Matilda, Gay 

describes arriving at London’s Stafford House and being taken to the Duchess of 

Sutherland’s boudoir, which she had selected as his subject. He writes, ”After looking at 

it well, I made up my mind that it was utterly hopeless to try anything there, so boldly 

took my things to another part of the house, without asking anyone’s permission.…I am 

afraid that the dear Duchess, when she finds out that I am not painting her room, will be 

disappointed, but I can’t help that.”118  

                                                 
117 Adams, The Letters of Henry Adams, 167. 
118 Walter Gay letter to Matilda Gay, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 

Washington, D.C., Box 1, Folder 7, Scrapbook 2, Typescripts, 1906-1916, 78. Undated. 
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 Gay’s work was also sought after by Americans and he traveled by ocean liner to 

the U.S. every few years.119 Though he worked mainly in France, Gay did paint the 

rooms of the wealthy’s houses in Boston, New York, and Washington, D.C. His rare 

American paintings offer a unique opportunity to examine the principles of interior 

decoration in the American Renaissance period and the adoption of its aesthetic in 

American homes.  

In the United States, Gay painted private rooms for several family and friends, 

including the groundbreaking home of Egerton Winthrop. Wharton credited Winthrop’s 

New York house (1878) as the first in America to be finely furnished and in sparking her 

interest in the relationship between architecture and interior design.120 Winthrop’s house 

was designed by the first American architect educated at the École des Beaux-Arts, 

Richard Morris Hunt. The interiors were a rare early example of Louis XVI style in the 

United States and were included in Artistic Houses’ compendium of the most elegant 

homes of post-Centennial America. Winthrop, perhaps through Wharton, was part of 

Gay’s trans-Atlantic social circle. Winthrop accompanied Wharton to Gay’s 1908 Paris 

exhibition.121 A few years later Gay was the honoree at a dinner Winthrop held in his 

home two blocks south of the J.P. Morgan’s fashionable mansion in Manhattan. Soon 

after, perhaps as a thank you, Gay painted the lawyer’s drawing room, which had been 

decorated by French firm Allard & Sons. 
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Begun in 1878, Winthrop’s home was at the forefront of French style in America 

(fig. 23).122 The room’s Louis XVI style, even if heavily furnished and ornamented by 

later standards, was a dramatic departure from popular style and a precursor to Houses’ 

dictate that houses adhere mainly to one style.  

 

 

 

Figure 23: Drawing Room of Egerton Winthrop 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, 1911. Private Collection. Dimensions unknown. Accessed from: 

http://nationalbuildingmuseum.net/pdf/PubProg_EdithWharton_11-3-2012.pdf 

 

 

Artistic Houses noted that Winthrop’s house looked “as if he had said to himself, I will 

create a Louis Seize room that shall reproduce the impression of an absolute original.” 
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Artist Houses contended that all the room’s furniture had been imported from France,123 

but by the time Gay painted the room nearly thirty-years later it appears more 

authentically eighteenth-century and less cluttered than in the 1883 photograph. Whether 

Winthrop had modified his earlier design to fit evolving tastes or whether Gay himself 

made the changes to produce a more pleasing view is unknown.  

Gay’s paintings of his brother Eben Howard Gay’s house, show him using his 

artistic license to enhance the sense of atmosphere and proportion. Eben Howard Gay, 

who fancied himself an important collector of English furniture though his purchases 

proved to be reproductions despite repeated attempts to retrench and acquire originals,124 

engaged Codman in 1900 to redesign his Boston townhome into a fitting venue for his 

“antiques.” Codman’s elegant Adam-style architecture is well suited for Eben Gay’s 

Chippendale-style pieces and Chinese porcelain and is in keeping with Houses’ 

preference for eighteenth-century neoclassical style. Codman imported chimneypieces 

and architectural decoration from England. Gay painted multiple rooms in the house, 

though the Georgian style was not his favorite. Gay’s painting of a corner of the music 

room shows a Chippendale-style settee, a porcelain vase sitting on a gilded bracket, and a 

mirrored Palladian door opening into a bright dining room (fig. 24). Matilda disparaged 

the house as “beautifully correct-but cold in consequence.”125 Gay’s opening of the door 

                                                 
123 George William Sheldon, Artistic Houses: Being a Series of Interior Views of a 

Number of the Most Beautiful and Celebrated Homes in the United States: 1883-84, vol. I 

part II, (reprinted ed., New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1971), 135. 
124 Rieder, A Charmed Couple, 86. 
125 Isabel L. Taube, “Catalog,” in Isabel L. Taube, ed. Impressions of Interiors: Gilded 

Age paintings by Walter Gay. (London: Giles in association with The Frick Art & 

Historical Center, Pittsburgh, 2012), 204. 
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to the sunlit dining room, leaving a sunny reflection on the parquet wood floor makes the 

space warm and welcoming, inviting the viewer to progress into the dining room.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 24: The Music Room and Dining Room of Eben Howard Gay’s House, Boston 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, 22 x 18 inches. Date unknown, Private collection, Accessed from: 

http://community.artauthority.net/work.asp?wid=118119&pos=58 

 

 

Gay also fundamental modified the room to make it more appealing and less cold. In 

comparison to a period photograph of the room,126 Gay has increased the size of the vase 

and its bracket, placed the settee where an undersized table appeared, and removed a wall 

                                                 
126 Ibid., 204. 
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torchiere that crowded the door on its right side. Gay has taken what existed and 

improved upon it by enhancing its proportion and light. 

 Though Wharton did not think much of her, American decorator Elise de Wolfe 

(1858-1950) was to work closely with Codman and become a friend of the Gays, her 

partner Elizabeth Marbury being another childhood companion of Matilda’s. Living in 

France and America, de Wolfe rejected Victorian design and was influenced by the 

French style. She is widely considered to be the first professional decorator in the United 

States.127 Gay painted the interiors of de Wolfe’s home in France, Villa Trianon, and her 

homes in Manhattan. In 1901, de Wolfe hired Codman to renovate and help her furnish 

her New York City home, the first of many projects they would undertake together. 

Gay’s painting of de Wolfe’s drawing room shows the evolving American Renaissance 

style as practiced by one of its greatest supporters. The Decoration of Houses greatly 

influenced de Wolfe’s style including her approach to decorating her drawing room.128 de 

Wolfe’s own design manual The House in Good Taste (1913) heavily relied on Houses 

and she proclaimed “I know of nothing more significant than the awakening of men and 

women throughout our country to the desire to improve their houses. Call it what you will 

– awakening, development, American Renaissance – it is a most startling and promising 

                                                 
127 Nina Gray, “Gracious Living: The Interior Decoration of Walter Gay and His Circle”, 

in Isabel L. Taube, ed. Impressions of Interiors: Gilded Age paintings by Walter Gay. 

(London: Giles in association with The Frick Art & Historical Center, Pittsburgh, 2012), 
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128 Pauline Metcalf, “From Lincoln to Leopolda,” in Pauline C. Metcalf, ed. Ogden 

Codman and the Decoration of Houses, (Boston: Boston Athenaeum, 1988), 22. 



66 

 

condition of affairs.”129 Unlike Houses, which hoped good design would trickled down to 

the masses, de Wolfe sought to reach directly beyond the elite to everyday Americans 

with more limited budgets.  

A comparison of Gay’s painting with a 1913 photograph of the room that 

appeared in de Wolfe’s book, suggests that it may be de Wolfe and not Wharton who best 

exemplifies the elegant life advanced by Houses and Gay (fig. 25).  

 

 

 
 
Figure 25: Elsie de Wolfe's Drawing Room, 123 East Fifth-fifth Street, New York 

Walter Gay, date unknown, Oil on canvas. Elsie de Wolfe Foundation, Los Angeles. Accessed from: 

http://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/detail.php?ID=148027 

 

                                                 
129 Elsie de Wolfe, The House in Good Taste, (New York: The Century Company), 

1913), 3. 
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Indeed, Gay has made almost no material changes to the content of the room in his 

painting. Gay selected an intimate scene of the fireplace surrounded by Louis XVI 

bergere chairs for his work, providing a warm, cozy setting. The fireplace is surmounted 

by a mantel with porcelains, a mirrored and carved overpiece, topped by porcelain 

garniture. Gay’s painting is welcoming --- it glows with light, one of the chairs has been 

turned toward the viewer as if asking them to sit, and the couch has been moved into 

frame, serving as another sign of comfort and hospitality. On visiting de Wolfe’s house 

Matilda approvingly declared it “a bit of Versailles in New York.”130      

Gay’s work often improved upon the existing interior both for effect and to better 

reflect his own sense of gracious living. In de Wolfe, he may have a companion whose 

vision he thought needed little improvement. Indeed, Gay was pleased when de Wolfe 

purchased one of his paintings at his 1913 New York exhibition. He wrote, “Miss Wolfe 

is a very good person to have bought a picture, as she has influence in New York with 

people of taste.”131 de Wolfe would go on to decorate some of the most well-known 

American Renaissance interiors, and Walter Gay would in turn commit them to canvas.   

 Gay’s paintings of interiors remained popular throughout his life. After his death 

at Le Breau in 1937, Wharton wrote what was to be her last letter, a note of condolence to 

Matilda, “ How often in passing your gate, I have said to myself ‘I must stop & give a 

hug to dear Walter Gay’ - & I am happy to say that I have always done it until 

today…many, many thoughts of my beloved W.G. under whose mauve poppies given to 

                                                 
130 Gray, “Gracious Living,” 72. 
131 Reider, A Charmed Couple, 33. 
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me 18 years ago, I am now lying.”132 In 1938, the Metropolitan Museum of Art held a 

memorial exhibition exclusively of Gay’s interior paintings owned by American 

collectors. Gay’s work along with that of his friend Sargent quickly fell out of favor as 

tastes changed. While Sargent’s reputation rebounded, Gay has been less fortunate. 

Today, his work is in the collection of many major museums but rarely exhibited.133 

Collectors of his paintings are often well-known decorators like Mark Hampton and 

Barbara Barry who have a special appreciation for their style and flawless depiction of 

the American Renaissance ideal.  

For those sensitive to architecture and interior decoration the appeal of Gay’s 

work lies beyond the physical objects themselves in the sense of ease and the imagined 

refined lives that pass in his settings. The flattery inherent in Gay’s interior paintings may 

have been especially appealing to the newly rich of America’s Gilded Age. If, as Houses 

argues, the quality of a person is reflected in the what he chooses to surround himself 

with, there could be no better way for recently wealthy Americans to show their 

refinement than to build fine houses, furnish them elegantly, and show their achievements 

to the world. The majority of Gay’s paintings were produced for himself or friends 

according to his own inclination. A few paintings were commissioned, however, 

especially by America’s newly wealthy. In painting the interiors of Gilded Age robber 

barons, Gay participated in material culture and status signaling differently than when he 

painted solely for his own pleasure. Gay’s work coupled with a tacit understating of the 

                                                 
132 Ibid., 220. 
133 A large exhibition was staged in 2012 by the Frick Art & Historical Center- Pittsburgh 

after a planned exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum of Art fell through. Author interview 

with Isabel Taube. 
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period’s elite visual culture could be seized upon to elevate a personal reputation for good 

taste.  
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CHAPTER THREE: WALTER GAY AND HIS GILDED AGE PATRONS IN 

AMERICA 

She wanted, passionately and persistently, two things which she believed should 

subsist together in any well-ordered life: amusement and respectability. 

-Edith Wharton, Custom of the Country134 

 

 

 American Renaissance philosophy and The Decoration of Houses reached the 

zenith of their influence inside the homes of Gilded Age robber barons. In embracing 

domestic styles based on European classicism, these spectacularly wealthy Americans 

made their claim on a glorious foreign (and purchased) past. American expatriate painter 

Walter Gay was comfortable at the clubby, fashionable intersection of money and art. 

Gay’s paintings played a complex role in both re-enforcing and reflecting the 

appropriateness of eighteenth-century French design for America’s homegrown moneyed 

aristocracy. In the homes of New York City’s wealthy, Gay found the arts of French and 

English royalty relocated to an industrially insurgent America. 

   European art’s pull on wealthy Americans was rooted in the American 

Renaissance premise that Americans were the natural successor of classical values. The 

country’s newly rich responded by styling themselves as modern-day Renaissance 

princes and princesses. Through their acquisition of the trappings of a now struggling 

European aristocracy, Americans positioned themselves as their successor. Many of these 
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new patricians also sought to elevate the general public through the arts. In 1906, for 

example, financier J.P. Morgan (1837-1914) purchased Paris architect and art dealer 

Georges Hoentschel’s (1855-1915) entire collection of French decorative arts. The 

collection was lauded as “not equaled by that of any other private collector.”135 Morgan 

immediately donated the eighteenth-century French objects to New York’s Metropolitan 

Museum of Art where he served as president. To house the extraordinary gift, The Met 

created a new division devoted to historical European decorative arts --- a sign of the 

increasing importance of European style in America. The museum turned to American 

Renaissance architect Charles F. McKim to design a new wing for the collection’s 

display.136  

The wing opened in 1910 and within a year Gay found himself there during a 

brief U.S. trip. He painted an installation that appealed to his own Ancien Régime 

sensibility: a vignette of two Louis XV-era Rocialle-style fauteuils a la reign upholstered 

with Aubusson tapestry, a painted Régence table and mirror set among painted and gilt 

boiserie.137 For her part, Matilda recorded her thoughts on viewing the new collection, 

“The 18th-century French things were just what we would have collected ourselves, had 

we been able to do so…I wonder how many people in this teeming city appreciate all 

these delicate lovely things?”138   

                                                 
135 Edward Robinson, "The Hoentschel Collection," The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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137 Grey, A Retrospective, Figure 51. 
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The Morgan Wing’s opening gave French design in the American context a 

decisive stamp of approval. For the extraordinarily wealthy, the exhibitions were 

aspirational. The Decoration of Houses asserted a decade earlier that eighteenth-century 

French design was ideal for the American home. Now, the style was even more firmly 

embraced. Decorator Elise de Wolfe proclaimed that the Met’s new collection would 

provide the public “an education in the French decorative arts.”139 Three years after the 

Wing opened, Gay had the first American exhibition of his interior paintings. The works 

showed Americans a European elegance that could increasingly be had for a price. While 

fine objects, and often entire rooms, were purchased and relocated to the homes of 

America’s wealthy, Gay’s paintings offered a visual perfection beyond real life.  

Gay’s work for two prominent New York families highlights the American 

Renaissance and Houses’ influence among wealthy elites and Gay’s own role in 

documenting and promoting the style. Interior photography became accessible and 

popular during Gay’s career, so his patrons could have chosen realistic photographs of 

their homes rather than impressionist paintings.140 In fact, some did have their homes 

photographed and published in books devoted to their mansions and collections.141 The 

choice to commission a painting of one’s domestic interior may reflect an attempt to 

signal exclusivity, personal refinement, and position in a trans-Atlantic sophisticated 

                                                 
139 de Wolfe, The House in Good Taste, 264. 
140 William Seale. The Tasteful Interlude: American interiors through the camera's eye, 
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culture. Gay’s colorful and charming paintings created a fantasy far superior to the gray 

world of the period’s black and white photography. Importantly, Gay is not painting 

period rooms relocated to America but, like Houses, showing that high style is 

compatible with elegant daily living.  

Frick: Portraits of a Legendary Collector 

Along with Morgan, industrialist Henry Clay Frick (1849-1919) was at the 

forefront of Gilded Age wealth and art collecting. In his acquisitions and philanthropy, 

Frick reflects an Americanized version of the Italian Renaissance prince. His New York 

home is a three-story limestone Central Park palazzo. The Frick Mansion on Fifth 

Avenue was built between 1912 and 1914. Frick selected Thomas Hastings (1860-1929) 

of Carrere and Hastings as his architect. Hastings trained at American Renaissance 

powerhouse McKim, Mead and White before forming his own important architectural 

firm. The Mansion’s main level was decorated largely by London decorator Charles 

Carrick Allom (1865-1947) in consultation with Frick’s art dealer Joseph Duveen (1869-

1939). Walter Gay friend and fellow American expatriate Elise de Wolfe, whose rooms 

Gay had painted, decorated most of the home’s second and third floors.142  

The influence of Houses’ central thesis that decoration is not secondary to 

architecture can be seen in correspondence between Allom and Duveen. In a letter, Allom 

pleads with Duveen not to the let “Hastings’ staircase go into that building till I’ve seen 
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the designs, and I prefer mine to go into it.”143 A few months later Allom appealed to a 

higher authority when he wrote to Duveen, “Mr. Frick specially wished Mr. Hastings to 

leave this [the interior architecture] to me.”144 Frick’s Beaux-Arts mansion was built to 

highlight his impressive art collection and includes a 100-foot long gallery. Like Morgan, 

Frick was at the vanguard of Americans plundering Europe’s great art collections and 

chose to live among his rare possessions. The collection of fine art Frick kept at the 

Mansion was “one of the most remarkable assemblies of old paintings in the United 

States belonging to a private collector.”145 His collection of decorative arts was no less 

impressive. 

Frick himself was a study in opposites --- a ruthless industrialist with an insatiable 

appetite both for business and old masters European art. As a young store clerk, the 

enterprising Frick began a company to convert coal into the coke used in steel 

production.146 Within a decade, the H.C. Frick Coke Company so dominated the market 

that Andrew Carnegie (1835-1919) took notice.147 In 1882, Frick partnered with Carnegie 

Steel Company ultimately becoming its chairman. Later, he was part of the formation 

U.S. Steel, then the world’s largest corporation. Frick was also instrumental in the 

construction of the Pennsylvania and Reading Railroads among a wide assortment of 
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industrial projects.148 His role in violent union-busting at a Carnegie Steel plant during 

the Homestead Strike made Frick a capitalist villain and the object of an assassination 

attempt.149 He was even blamed for the devastating 1889 Johnstown Flood.150 On his 

death in 1919, Frick’s estate totaled nearly three billion in today’s dollars, of which he 

left seventy-five percent to charity.151 Perhaps few American industrialists could benefit 

from the veneer offered by the classicism of the Renaissance than this complex robber 

baron of the Gilded Age.  

Frick purchased much of the Mansion’s fine and decorative art from Duveen. In 

1915, Frick paid “five million dollars through Duveen for items such as the 

chimneypiece, furniture, porcelains and sculpture”152 to furnish the house’s Fragonard 

Room. The room was decorated to provide the perfect setting for French artist Jean-

Honoré Fragonard’s (1732–1806) The Progress of Love series. Frick himself boasted to 

his architect Hastings that the room would be “beyond the criticism of any French 

expert.”153 A year later, Duveen sold Frick eight François Boucher (1703–1770) canvases 

from the Louis XV-era The Arts and Sciences. Frick spared no expense in creating a 

home that took its inspiration from the same sources that Houses found most fitting for 
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modern living: the Italian Renaissance, eighteenth-century France, and England after 

Inigo Jones’ (1573-1652) Italian-style influence.  

In furnishing his client’s space, Duveen sought to steer them to good design while 

avoiding the sin of appearing nouveau riche.154 Nearly a decade after her father’s death, 

Helen Clay Frick (1888-1984) commissioned a painting from Walter Gay. It is possible 

that Helen Frick wanted mementos of the rooms to take with her to the family’s 

Pittsburgh home.155 Sarah J. Hall, curator at the Frick Art & Historical Center, Pittsburgh, 

reports that Gay painted the Fragonard Room first in 1926.156 Fragonard’s The Progress 

of Love was originally painted for Louis XV’s favorite Madame du Barry and though du 

Barry rejected it, the series is considered his finest work.157 It is not surprising then, that 

Helen Frick would have wanted an artistic image of this room to keep with her.  

When the Fricks lived in the Mansion, the Fragonard Room served as a drawing 

room. Houses explains that drawing rooms have two types, the salon de compagnie and 

the salon de famille.158 The salon de famille, like today’s family room, is reserved for the 

comfort of the family and close friends. The salon de compagnie is “out of place in the 

average home” and needed only for very large events that cannot be otherwise 
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accommodated in the house.159 Houses’ notes that in the “grandest houses of Europe 

[salon de compagnie] are never thrown open except for general entertainments, or to 

receive guests of exalted rank, and the spectacle of a dozen people languishing after 

dinner in the gilded wilderness of a state saloon is practically unknown.”160 

 The Fragonard Room, like the rest of the Frick home, is full of the finest art of 

the period. Duveen ordered the room’s boiserie custom-made in France in a Louis XVI-

style to accommodate Fragonard’s masterpiece. A photograph from 1927, a year after 

Gay painted the room, shows that it was furnished almost identically to its appearance 

today. (fig. 26)  

 

 

 
 
Figure 26: Photograph of The Fragonard Room at One East 70th Street 

Ira W. Martin, Photograph, 1927. The Frick Collection/Frick Art Reference Library. Accessed from: 

https://digitalcollections.frick.org/digico/#/archive/Archives/One%20East%2070th%20Street%20Album,%2019

27 
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The room’s eighteenth-century decorative arts were made by a who’s who of renowned 

masters. Nicolas Heurtaut (1720-1771), for example, was a master chair-maker for the 

French royal family. He is responsible for the gilt French Rocialle style fateiuls covered 

in their original Beauvais tapestry upholstery that line the room.161 The marquetry 

commode with ormalu mounts centered on the wall was made in 1769 by Roger 

Vandercruse Lacroix (1728-1799) for Louis XV’s daughter.162 The soft-paste porcelain 

vase à oreilles on the raised commode was designed by Jean-Claude Duplessis (1699-

1774) for Sèvres Porecelain Manufactory around 1759 when he was its artistic 

director.163 Appropriately, the parquetry floor with its diagonal forms is in the Versailles 

pattern.  

Gay’s painting of the Fragonard Room is luminous when viewed in person. (fig. 

27) The light filtering through the window on Progress of Love’s soft colors seems to 

glow. Gay made several choices in capturing Frick’s drawing room that seem to be 

dictated by the importance of the Fragonard work. The 1927 photograph shows a more 

furnished room than what Gay presents. The gilt and marquetry center table, which 

remains in the room today, has been eliminated in Gay’s view. Additional pieces of the 

Heurtaut fatiuel set, two gilt bronze French tripod tables, along with a pair of candelabra 

                                                 
161 Charlotte Vignon, The Frick Collection Decorative Arts Handbook. (New York: The 

Frick Collection/Scala, 2015). 
162 Sculpture in The Frick Collection: German, Netherlandish, French and British. 

Volume IV. (New York: The Frick Collection), 1970. 
163 J. Fleming and H. Honour. The Penguin Dictionary of Decorative Arts, 

(Harmondsworth, New York: Penguin Books, 1977), 253. 



79 

 

and marble bust of the Comtesse du Cayla by Jean-Antoine Houdon (1741-1828).164 Gay 

has angled his view to exclude the fireplace, a feature he typically highlights.  

 

 

 

Figure 27: The Fragonard Room 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas. 19.5” x 25.5”, 1926. Frick Art & Historical Center, Pittsburgh, PA. Accessed from: 

http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/spring13/whitmore-reviews-impressions-of-interiors 

 

 

Instead, through his choices of lighting and perspective Gay makes the Frangonard panels 

his focus and omits potentially competing objects. He has, however, retained decorative 

arts showing that the room is in an elegant private home. Gay’s composition gives the 

panels the prominence as an exceptional work of art but also suggests the taste and 

wealth of the collector. By presenting a closed door, an unusual choice for his work, Gay 
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invites the viewer to linger among the paintings. Gay has also chosen to enlarge the 

panels’ human figures making the story more immediate and energetic. In most of Gay’s 

domestic interior paintings, he presents an elegant version of daily life. But here in The 

Fragonard Room, he has modified his approach to give The Progress of Love 

prominence. 

 Helen Frick must have been pleased with Gay’s work. She later commissioned 

him to paint two additional rooms, which were completed in 1928.165 The Boucher Room 

(fig. 28) further re-enforces the period’s preference for French design transferred to an 

American home.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 28: The Boucher Room 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas. 17.5” x 21.5”, 1928. Frick Art & Historical Center, Pittsburgh, PA. Accessed from: 

http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/spring13/whitmore-reviews-impressions-of-interiors 
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Originally part of Frick’s wife Adelaide’s second-floor bedroom suite, this painting takes 

its name from François Boucher’s (1703-1770) series The Arts and Sciences which is 

fitted into the room’s boiserie. De Wolfe decorated the room with the same quality of 

eighteenth-century French furniture contained in the house’s public rooms. A 1927 

photograph shows the room decorated lavishly and in the French style. (fig. 29)  

 

 

 
 
Figure 29: Photograph of The Boucher Room at One East 70th Street 

Ira W. Martin, Photograph, 1927. The Frick Collection/Frick Art Reference Library. Accessed from: 

https://digitalcollections.frick.org/digico/#/archive/Archives/One%20East%2070th%20Street%20Album,%2019

27 

 

 

A Jean-Henri Riesener (1734-1806) bureau plat, purchased by de Wolfe and sold to Frick 

for a hefty commission, sits at the room’s center.166 Mrs. Frick’s suite reflects the 
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organization recommended by Houses for these private rooms. Houses explains, “Of the 

various ways in which a bedroom may be planned, none is so luxurious and practical as 

the French method of subdividing it into a suite composed of two or more small 

rooms.”167 Mrs. Frick’s space follows these prescriptions and is composed of three 

rooms: a bedroom, a boudoir (study), and a bathroom. At The Mount, Wharton designed 

for herself a similar bedroom suite albeit one less extravagant in size and decoration.   

Gay’s painting of the Boucher Room shows him returning to his more typical 

manner. He has rendered his impression of an elegant yet comfortable boudoir centered 

on a burning fire. Houses states that a boudoir “should contain a writing-table, a lounge 

or lit de repos, and one or two comfortable arm-chairs.”168 Each of these elements is 

present in the painting. Gay has removed some of the furniture shown in the photograph 

including chairs and a jardinière to simplify the space. The room’s new proportions and 

perspective make it more open and light-filled. In Gay’s rendering, the Boucher panels 

are more narrow and everything from the candles on the desk to the French Louis XVI-

style fatiuel is slightly smaller. Angling the perspective toward the door allows Gay to 

include a Transition-style commode a la greque with marquetry panels by André-Louis 

Gilbert (1749−1809).169 Other fine decorative arts shown in the painting include 

porcelain from Sèvres and Vincennes and gilt bronze candlesticks by Étienne Martincourt 

(d. 1762) Unlike The Fragonard Room, Gay paints the Boucher panels more as a gauzy 

background to the room rather than its main feature.  In depicting the room’s suitability, 

                                                 
167 Wharton and Codman, Houses, 169. 
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the desk is furnished with writing implements suggesting its use in daily life (though the 

lack of a chair is surprising). Viewed in person, painting has a yellow cast from the walls 

and the greenish-aqua from the rug dominates the foreground. It isn’t possible to know 

how closely this follows the room’s shading at the time or if it is an improvement on it. 

The light streaming in the tall windows and reflected in the mirror, however, create a 

feeling of warmth reflecting off the tasteful furnishings.  

Helen Frick’s motivations for commissioning Gay may have included a desire to 

honor her father and his success as a collector. Of the three paintings, The Living Hall is 

where Frick’s presence is felt the most. (fig. 30)  

 

 

 
 

Figure 30: The Living Hall 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas. 18.5 x 22 inches, 1928. The Frick Art & Historical Center, Pittsburgh, PA. Accessed 

from: http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/spring13/whitmore-reviews-impressions-of-interiors. 
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As in the Mansion’s other rooms, the living room contains the best in fine and decorative 

art. The French decorative art includes Bernard Van Risamburgh (c.1730–c.1767) lacquer 

cabinets and a André-Charles Boulle (1642–1732) writing table. The rooms non-French 

work such as Thomas Chippendale (1718–1779) tripod tables and an Italian bronze 

sculpture reflects Houses’ preference for these periods.170 The living hall’s fine art is a 

testament to Frick’s great wealth and eye for old master art. Works by Renaissance artists 

Hans Holbein (c.1497–1543), El Greco (1541–1614), Titian (c.1488–1576) and Giovanni 

Bellini (c.1430–1516) are displayed. The room’s style is established by the Italian 

Renaissance oak paneling while the objects are the finest from eighteenth-century France, 

Renaissance Europe, and China. A visitor to the Frick Collection today finds the room 

unchanged from Frick’s time and still a relaxing, inviting setting.  

The Decoration of Houses mentions no room named “living hall.” The book’s 

discussion of halls traces the development of the English hall and French grand salle as 

serving multi-purpose functions, which Houses firmly rejects. For Houses, a modern hall 

is a public corridor or passageway leading to domestic rooms. Frick’s room is similar to 

what Houses grudgingly calls “the den.”171 This room is devoted to the (male) 

homeowner’s preferences. Houses explains,  

the master’s sense of comfort often expresses itself in a set of “office” 

furniture…thus freed from the superfluous, the den is likely to be the most 

comfortable room in the house; and the natural inference is that a room in order to 

be comfortable, must be ugly.172  
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Far from ugly, Frick’s living hall is a prime example of Houses’ contention that no room 

is too fine to be useful and no room too utilitarian to be beautiful. Houses is adamant that 

comfort should not be mistakenly “sacrificed to a supposed ‘effect’.”173  

Houses declares that contrary to popular belief, eighteenth-century French 

furniture is ideal for daily use in a modern setting. “One can picture the derision of the 

man who is told that he might, without the smallest sacrifice in comfort or convenience, 

transact his business at a Louis XVI writing-table, seated in a Louis XVI chair!” 174 But 

Houses argues that the period’s furniture was perfectly designed and as a result 

“convenience was not sacrificed to beauty.” 175 In this room, Frick and his decorator have 

taken Houses’ dictates to heart. Unlike even Wharton, Frick had the means to own the 

finest in French furniture and to actually use it in his daily life.  

In The Living Room Gay presents a space where extraordinary art harmonizes 

with a relaxed comfort. Even though Frick’s room is replete with museum-quality pieces, 

Gay has succeeded in presenting it as fully comfortable and useful. Gay establishes a 

perspective looking toward doors open to the sunlit library. By widening the door beyond 

its actual proportions, Gay has made the darkly paneled room more airy and suggests that 

one is welcome to wander the house. Gay’s decision to paint the side of the room 

centered on the roaring fireplace rather than the opposite wall, which includes Bellini’s 

St. Francis in the Desert, perhaps the finest Renaissance painting in the United States, 
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emphasizes that the room is where gracious living takes place.176 The fire and vases of 

fresh flowers reinforce the impression that the room is the site of daily activity. In person, 

the room’s paneling is deeply carved but Gay omits much of its detail to create an 

impression rather than a realistic document. By subduing the green damask pattern on the 

upholstered furniture, Gay takes another step in creating a soft vision of the room. In his 

many choices in The Living Hall, Gay enhances the sense of physical comfort in a life 

among masterpieces.  

Jennings: Paintings for the Prominent and Stylish  

The paintings Gay executed at the Frick Mansion depict rooms with distinctly 

different uses, but each work shows Frick as possessing the taste to appreciate the finest 

in art and the means to make it his own. Even among Gay’s very wealthy clients, their 

taste could be judged harshly. Matilda and Walter, for example, had dinner with Helen 

Frick at the Mansion before Walter began his works. The acerbic Matilda found herself 

uncharacteristically awed by Frick’s collection. She approvingly noted that Helen Frick 

was “shouldering the responsibility of her great wealth with courage and good will.”177 

Mrs. Oliver Gould Jennings did not fare as well. Of Mrs. Jennings, a well-known beauty, 

Matilda sighed, "a pleasantish, youngish, prettyish woman, rather brand new, but of such 

are the kingdom of picture-buyers."178 Upon viewing the Jennings’ Fifth Avenue home 

one block south of the Frick Mansion, Matilda wrote in her diary "With W.G. in the 
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afternoon to see the interior he has just finished of Mrs. Jennings — a very banale 

subject, which he has treated most skillfully."179 While the Jennings’ furnishings weren’t 

generally the masterpieces used by the Fricks, they were comparable in quality to the 

Gays’ Le Bréau180.  

Though the Gays did not enjoy the stratospheric wealth of Walter’s New York 

patrons, the merely rich couple moved in similar society. Newspapers reported that 

Matilda purchased exclusive tickets to a New York lecture also attended by Mrs. 

Jennings, two Mrs. Vanderbilts, and Mrs. Goelet. Matilda, though, rates a mention near 

the end of the society page’s list.181 This lecture coincided with a brief visit to the U.S. 

for Walter’s 1920 exhibition at E. Gimpel & Wildenstein. William Rieder, the Gays’ 

biographer, notes that one of Walter’s motivations for the Gimpel show was to gain new 

clients.182 His plan worked. At the exhibit Mrs. Oliver Gould Jennings (1871-1964) 

purchased Gay’s Tapisseries Roses, a striking painting from France of a room with 

Gobelins tapestries, panels painted by Boucher, and Régence-period furniture.183 That 

same week Gay found himself painting in the Jennings’ Fifth Avenue apartment.184 

Jennings was born into wealth and great privilege. The daughter of Benjamin 

Brewster (1828-1897), an original trustee of Standard Oil Company and descendant of a 

Mayflower pilgrim, Mary Dows Brewster was born in 1871. During the 1849 Gold Rush, 
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her father headed to California to seek his fortune. In San Francisco he partnered with 

Oliver Burr Jennings (1825-1892), established a store, and made a small fortune 

supplying prospectors.185 A few years later, Jennings married John D. Rockefeller’s 

sister-in-law. When Brewster relocated to New York, Rockefeller made him part of his 

Standard Oil Trust. Mary stayed within this fabulously wealthy set when she married 

Jennings’ youngest son, Oliver Gould (1865–1936). Oliver continued both families’ 

accumulation of wealth and served on the board of directors of many companies 

including Bethlehem Steel.186 

Mary and Oliver were part of the elite set for whom Wharton and Codman wrote 

The Decoration of Houses. The couple’s style and comings and goings were reported in 

newspapers around the country. A 1907 feature in The Washington Times devoted an 

article titled “What the ‘400’ are Wearing” to society women’s outfits at a Newport 

garden party. Jennings is described as “always chic and charming.” She is applauded for 

topping a lace gown “costing I don’t know how many hundreds of dollars” with a hat 

adorned with natural flowers. 187 The Jennings’ movements between their houses were 

followed in the society page as were their charitable works and many entertainments. The 

couple was frequently mentioned alongside the bold-faced names of the Gilded Age 

including Morgan, Vanderbilt, and Astor. Jennings found her way into newspapers’ 
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Women’s Page across the country. The St. Paul Globe’s “Gossip from Gotham” column 

gushed, “Many think Mrs. Jennings is one of the best gowned women in town, and surely 

no one devotes more time to the worthy art of looking one’s best than she.”188  

Perhaps swayed by the American Renaissance movement, in 1898 the Jennings 

built a Beaux-Arts mansion at 7 East 72nd Street off Central Park. The house, which still 

stands, was designed by L’Ecole des Beaux Arts-trained architects Ernest Flagg (1857-

1947) and Walter P. Chambers (1866-1945) to closely match its neighbor.189 The Henry 

Sloan House, built two years earlier, was designed by American Renaissance architects 

Carrere & Hastings who later designed the Frick Mansion. The sway that French design 

now had on wealthy Americans is evident in these two houses, which The Architecture 

Annual wryly called “Enigmas: Hotels particuliers a New York -- BUT not the French 

Quarter.''190 The Jennings sold their 72nd Street mansion in 1915, but the French style 

followed them to their new residence. The rooms Gay painted were in the Jennings’ new 

mansion on Fifth Avenue. Unfortunately, this home no longer exists and no information 

is available about its construction or form. 

Like others of their class, the Frick and the Jennings’ homes included original 

decorative arts. While the Frick collection is well documented, little is known about the 

Jennings’ pieces though they likely included lesser makers and perhaps reproductions. 

The Jennings owned works similar in quality to those of other wealthy Americans and 
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commissioned paintings from then-popular artists,191 but they were not important 

collectors like Morgan or Frick. The Jennings are known to have owned at least one fine 

original work, and perhaps more. A Beauvais tapestry The Repast from the Set of Russian 

Entertainments commissioned for Louis XV, for example, was donated to the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art by Jennings in her husband’s memory.192 The Jennings 

purchased the tapestry in 1920, the same year Gay painted his views of their home. While 

the tapestry is not pictured in either of Gay’s paintings for the Jennings, it is indicative of 

the quality of the work they owned as well as the expenses wealthy American accepted as 

part of furnishing a fashionable home.193 

 Because no contemporary photographs exist, it isn’t possible to know the 

modifications Gay made in his depictions of the Jennings’ rooms. Regardless, The 

Library and The Green Drawing Room show the adoption of the highest in French style 

by wealthy Americans. The Library (fig. 31), in fact, closely resembles the library 

Wharton designed for herself at The Mount. The Jennings’ library reflects the manual’s 

teachings in nearly all respects. The Decoration of Houses has much to say about the 

appropriate decoration for a library. It emphasizes the importance of books as the room’s 

focus and traces the historical development of shelves for their storage and display. 
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Houses explains that in the preferred French style shelves should be built into the walls as 

“not only the most practical, but the most decorative, way of housing any collection of 

books large enough to be so employed.”194  

 

 

 
 
Figure 31: The Library of Mrs. Oliver Gould Jennings 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, 1920, 17.5 x 21.50” Private collection. Accessed from: 

http://auctions.groganco.com/auction-archive-catalogs 

 

 

The shelves of the Jennings library as captured by Gay are recessed into the wall and the 

wood paneling is of the approved oak or walnut.  
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Houses repeatedly looks to France in pointing to the appropriate design and 

decoration of the library. The manual contends that the library requires little decoration 

beyond books.195 For Wharton and Codman the room’s furnishings should form a 

background, declaring, “A richly adorned room in which books are but a minor incident 

is, in fact, no library at all.196 Like the Jennings, the walls of Wharton’s own library at 

The Mount were unadorned beyond carved paneling, inset bookcases, a tapestry, and a 

family portrait.197 Gay’s painting shows the Jennings’ (or their unknown decorator’s) 

selection of eighteenth-century French furnishings as the setting for their books. Gay 

paints a French Rocialle-style bureau plat, upholstered fauteuils, porcelains, a statue, and 

a personal framed photograph. Reading and writing accessories and a modern lamp are 

on the surface of the writing desk and small table. In keeping with Houses’ guidance that 

the library’s décor should be subdued, the mood of the library is set by the warm browns 

of the wood paneling and the green of the upholstery, rug, and tapestry. While Houses 

does not mention this shade of green, it must have been popular since it is also the color 

of the upholstery and rug in the Frick living hall. 

 In The Library, Gay again makes the room welcoming and lively by angling the 

desk chair as if the resident has just stepped out through the partially open paneled and 

mirrored French doors. He uses the doors leading to a hallway to provide a glimpse into 

another room. The small foot-stool reinforces that the room is a place to linger and be 

comfortable. Houses explains that objects in the library should be carefully selected “to 
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harmonize with the spirit of the room.”198 The spirit of the Jennings’ library as presented 

by Gay is a celebration of the merging of sophistication and usefulness in a domestic 

interior. Wharton and Codman would likely approve.  

Eight years before Gay painted Frick’s Fragonard Room, he found himself 

painting the Jennings’ drawing room. (fig. 32) This room perhaps provides a more typical 

view of French high style as adopted by wealthy Americans.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 32: The Green Drawing Room of Mrs. Oliver Gould Jennings 

Walter Gay, Oil on canvas, 1920, 20 x 24.25” Private collection. Accessed from: 

http://auctions.groganco.com/auction-archive-catalogs 

 

 

Gay’s painting reflects the formal nature of the drawing room and departs from his more 

animated approach to the Jennings’ library. The Jennings’ drawing room, like Frick’s, is 
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a more formal salon de compagnie that Houses argues “chief requisite is a gay first 

impression.”199 In his desire to highlight Frick’s Fragonard panels, Gay eliminated much 

of that room’s furniture but the Jennings painting likely more closely represents the 

room’s actual decoration that is designed to be both pleasing and appropriate to the 

room’s use.  

Jennings’ drawing room closely follows Wharton and Codman’s outline for the 

decoration of these grand spaces. The room’s boiserie, which may have originally 

adorned a French chateau, Versailles-patterned parquet floor, neoclassical Louis XVI-

style furniture, painted wood, and pastel greens conform to the eighteenth-century French 

design promoted by Houses. The yellow silk damask upholstery on the fauteuils set 

against the green boiserie fulfill many of Houses’ rules for this gala room meant to 

facilitate the flow of guests. When in use, the light fatueils, reminiscent of Georges Jacob 

(1739–1814), can be moved to encourage conversation. For Houses, a formal drawing 

room should give a beautiful impression but the finest elements are wasted here “since it 

is unlikely that the temporary occupants of such a room will have time or inclination to 

study its treatment closely.”200 The room’s Louis XV-style mirrors reflect light from the 

Wharton and Codman-approved crystal chandelier with wax candles. In favoring candles, 

Houses scoffs “Nothing has done more to vulgarize interior decoration that the general 

use of gas and electricity.”201 Appropriately, according to Houses, the room has few small 

decorative objects including two small statues, porcelain urns, and gilt candelabras. The 
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room’s few furnishings beyond the chairs flanking the wall, the uncovered floor, and 

small tables mark this drawing room as a formal, though not uncomfortable, space.  

Gay’s painting, unlike many of his other works, does little to overcome the 

room’s reserved nature. Instead, he has chosen to leave the fireplace unlit and the chairs 

in their more formal, unused positions. Houses explains that a “salon de compagnie is out 

of place in the average house” as it is meant only for gala events.202 The drawing room is 

shown as it would typically appear, without any activity. In her own home at The Mount, 

Wharton omitted this room entirely. She chose instead to incorporate a large comfortable 

room more in keeping with a salon de famille and with her plans for informal 

entertainments. Even in capturing the Jennings’ drawing room as it might look if one 

happened to wandered into it, Gay can’t help but animate it with a small bouquet of 

flowers on a Rocialle table volantes.  

  After seventy-two-year-old Walter Gay completed his views of the Fricks’ 

Boucher Room and living hall in 1928, he grew increasingly infirm. Because he was 

unable to travel outside France by 1932,203 it is possible this New York trip was Gay’s 

last to his native country. Gay died at his beloved Le Bréau in 1937. The next year The 

Met held a memorial exhibition of his work composed entirely of domestic views owned 

by American collectors and clients.204 Both Frick and Jennings were among the admirers 

who lent pieces to the show. Even as Gay was being lauded a critic noted that the world 
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had moved on, reflecting that Gay’s paintings are “like a fashionable guest whose 

chauffeur had delivered him by mistake at the wrong party.”205  

 The party indeed was ending both for the American Renaissance and the 

extraordinary wealth of the Gilded Age. The Great Depression hit the country in 1929, 

just a year after Gay painted at the Frick Mansion. A slow decline had begun earlier. By 

the end of World War I in 1917, modernism had established itself as art for a changed 

world. The introduction of the income tax in 1913 and the estate tax three years later hit 

hard the wealthy patrons who had been critical promoters of the American Renaissance 

aesthetic.  

Just as the American Renaissance was eclipsed by changing social conditions, the 

reception of Gay’s work suffered. He is the unlikely artist who enjoyed great acclaim 

during his life. His work sells today for a few thousand dollars for a minor sketch or 

watercolor study up to, more rarely, more than one hundred thousand dollars for a 

painting of a famous room or an earlier genre painting.206 The three paintings Gay 

produced for Frick are now owned by the Frick Art and Historical Center in Pittsburgh 

but are not regularly displayed. When the Frick-Pittsburgh organized a large exhibition of 

Gay’s work in 2012, the exhibit traveled to the Henry Morrision Flagler Museum 

(another Gilded Age Standard Oil and railroad industrialist). The organizers had hoped 

for additional exhibition sites, but no others expressed an interest.207 In 2016, Gay’s 
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painting of the Jennings library sold for $25,000 at an auction that counted a few other 

Jennings’ items including a beautiful portrait of Mrs. Jennings.208 The family put 

Tapisseries Roses, which Jennings purchased at Gay’s 1920 New York exhibition, in the 

same auction but it was unsold. The painting ultimately sold in 2017 for $14,000.209 The 

Green Drawing Room is listed as part of private collection with no record of its having 

been sold and perhaps remains with the family.  

Nonetheless, the philosophies that underpinned the American Renaissance 

movement and found an expression in Houses remains influential. The stripped-down 

ornamentation championed by Wharton and Codman and their promotion of 

appropriateness affected modern design ranging from Bauhaus to Philippe Starck. 

Eighteenth-century French design continues to appeal some wealthy Americans for its 

association with exclusivity and high taste. After the publication of Houses, Wharton 

continued her interest in design and published a book on Italian gardens. She, of course, 

is most widely known as the author of works of fiction often exploring Gilded Age 

society. In 1921, she became the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction with 

The Age of Innocence. Today, Codman is best known for his collaboration with Wharton 

on Houses though he designed and decorated many important Gilded Age homes. In 

1920, Codman found his work in less demand and he retired to France where he died in 

1951.210  
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Though the Gilded Age and its design proponents and patrons have passed, their 

influence endures today in ways monumental and subtle. Public venues including the 

Boston Public Library, the Library of Congress, and San Francisco’s City Hall recall a 

time when American architecture aspired to the best classical designs. The City Beautiful 

movement, which grew out of the American Renaissance’s interest in elevating public 

life through design, continues to shape approaches to the built environment. The 

movement’s philosophy that exposure to great art improves society found some of its 

greatest, and unlikely, champions in the era’s robber barons. Frick, for example, used his 

wealth to found a museum in his Fifth Avenue mansion making its great and varied art 

available to all. And though many have been lost to the wrecking ball, Gilded Age 

mansions endure as a testament to a vanished era and the great artists who animated it. 

Among these mansion, the work of Wharton, Codman, and Gay lives on. Born in a time 

dominated by heavy, cluttered design, these artists used their considerable talents to 

promote a more refined approach to domestic beauty. The classical spirit of their work 

was steeped in a hopeful belief that the best of the past holds the key to improving the 

present.   
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