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One takes...an acute satisfaction in seeing America stretch 
out her long arm and rake in, across the green cloth of the 
wide Atlantic, the highest prizes of the game of civilization.  
Henry James, The Painter’s Eye: Notes and Essays on the Pictorial Arts, 18761 

The Anglo-American novelist and critic Henry James’s 
grand statement of 1876 regarding American art col-
lecting practices was to remain relevant into the early 
years of the twentieth century. Between the 1880s and 
World War I, wealthy Americans assembled noteworthy 
collections of European artworks, resulting in “one of 
history’s great migrations in art.”2 This turn toward 
Europe reflected broader national ambitions at the 
time of fostering a cosmopolitan cultural identity for 
the country.  Although the term cosmopolitan often 
connotes an avant-garde sensibility, the referenced 
works were predominantly made by established art-
ists. By aligning themselves with a more conservative 
aesthetic, many American art collectors aspired to 
present themselves as cultured and sophisticated.

One manifestation of this occurred in 1904, when 
St. Louis hosted a World’s Fair to rival all others. 
The organizers of the Louisiana Purchase Exposi-
tion, as the Fair was called, intended it to help assert 
a regional identity for the western United States, 
with St. Louis as its center, and to promote a view of 
America as a new international power.3 The Palace of 
Fine Arts, which presented art from around the world 

in pavilions arranged by country, was of particular 
importance, both in asserting these political goals 
and in furthering America’s cultural ambitions. The 
central structure of the Palace of Fine Arts was 
dedicated to the United States, while the surrounding 
three buildings were allotted to foreign nations. The 
United States exhibition had three sections: con-
temporary, retrospective, and loan divisions.4 While 
the first two sections directly addressed the Fair’s 
nationalistic goals in their displays of American art, 
the loan exhibition was unusual in that it prominently 
featured not American but European art drawn from 
American collections.5 By emphasizing the nation’s 
collections and collectors rather than art created in 
America, this section of the exhibition highlighted the 
Fair’s aims of displaying the country, and St. Louis, 
as a cosmopolitan presence in the world art scene. 
Included were works lent by such prominent national 
and local collectors as Henry Clay Frick and the St. 
Louisans William K. Bixby and Charles Parsons, some 
of which subsequently entered the permanent collec-
tion of the Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum. Inside 
the Palace of Fine Arts gathers together a selection of 
these works.6 

* Most of the artworks on view here were likely exhibited at the St. Louis World’s 
Fair in 1904. All of them fit descriptions of works included in the catalogue of 
the Fair. Records confirm that Wood Interior by Narcisse Virgile Diaz de la Peña 
was exhibited. Landscape (On the Oise River) by Charles François Daubigny is 
comparable to but probably not the exact painting by Daubigny that was on view.



At the turn of the century, Europe, specifically France, 
was still considered the uncontested center of art 
and culture. American artists who wished to achieve 
success often traveled to Europe to be trained in its 
prestigious academies and to access the art market 
that flourished there.7 One can thus imagine the inter-
est in challenging, via the impressive display in the 
United States pavilion, the widespread perception that 
American artists, patrons, and institutions were less 
sophisticated than their European contemporaries. It 
may seem unusual to a twenty-first-century audience 
that, as part of the nationalist project of the US pa-
vilion, the loan division included European art among 
American paintings, but by inviting this comparison 
the display aimed to present American collectors on a 
par with their European counterparts.

This emphasis on the role of collectors and the for-
mation of a national artistic identity is demonstrated 
in the inclusion of Anders Zorn’s portrayal of Robert 
S. Brookings (1904), a prominent St. Louis business-
man, art collector, philanthropist, and president of 
Washington University’s Board of Trustees from 1895 
to 1928. The austere, regal, and graceful stance of the 
sitter as he poses in an elegant interior setting points 
to the collector’s affinity with the academic conven-
tions of nineteenth-century portraiture. Even the 
loose Impressionist brushwork Zorn employs here, 
once radical and avant-garde, had by then become 
embedded in the academic tradition.8 

The aim of the loan exhibition was to present art 
of the highest caliber, which made it a celebrated 
component of the Palace of Fine Arts. Its planning 
was under the direction of Halsey C. Ives, founder of 
Washington University’s School and Museum of Fine 
Arts, who was appointed Chief of the Department of 
Art of the Fair.9 The painters included were lauded as 
“examples of artists whose influence has been felt 
by art workers in every country.”10 Among the works 
on display were several by French Barbizon painters, 
famous for their attention to the wooded landscapes 
surrounding Paris, such as Narcisse Virgile Diaz de 
la Peña’s Wood Interior (1867) as well as paintings by 
Charles Emile Jacque and Charles François Daubigny. 
The Barbizon painters were concerned with highly 

atmospheric, naturalistic, yet subjective depictions 
of landscapes. This is seen in Diaz de la Peña’s poetic 
interplay of lights and darks with soft rays of sun-
light scattering through the velvety darkness of the 
forest, and in Daubigny’s depiction of a cloud-filled 
sky reflected on the still waters of the Oise River in 
his Landscape (On the Oise River) (1877). These artists 
were highly favored by East Coast collectors thirty 
years prior, but by 1904 they were out of fashion, 
although still favored farther west.11

Alongside the Barbizon paintings were works by the 
American artist Frederic Edwin Church, a leading 
proponent of the Hudson River school that, by the 
turn of the century, was also seen as conventionally 
academic. Like the Barbizon works, Church’s painting 
Twilight: Mount Desert Island, Maine (1865) focuses on 
the emotional quality of landscape with undertones 
of both nostalgia and national greatness. Here the 
artist’s naturalistic depiction fuses with the grandeur 
of the vista, as the last hints of daylight are marked 
by the fiery orange sun setting in this dramatic Ameri-
can landscape.  

Similar to the selection of landscape paintings, 
emphasis on both a conservative approach to art 
and an international perspective can also be seen in 
the inclusion of genre scenes, such as Jozef Israëls’s 
Mother and Children (19th century). Through a realist 
mode of painting featuring soft diffusion of light and 
delicately modeled figures, Israëls presents this mor-
alizing domestic scene in the vein of seventeenth-
century Dutch art.

Furthermore, even the architecture of the Palace of 
Fine Arts, designed by Cass Gilbert in the classical 
Beaux-Arts style, embodied the American preference 
for conservative aesthetics. The Beaux-Arts move-
ment in architecture was part of the City Beautiful 
movement in urban planning, which looked back to 
the transformation of Paris in the mid-nineteenth 
century as a model. At the turn of the century, this 
style of architecture was used by many developing 
cities internationally to present evidence of urban 
renewal and an alignment with the favored styles of 
Europe, which was still widely regarded as the high-

est model of civilization.12 It was the intention of city 
leaders that the Palace of Fine Arts from its inception 
would house an art museum after the Fair closed. As 
the only permanent structure built for the occasion, 
the building demonstrated the city’s continued com-
mitment to both conservative aesthetics and to the 
display and preservation of the fine arts in St. Louis. 

The Palace of Fine Arts and its exhibitions were stra-
tegically arranged to further the Fair’s overall goals of 
promoting St. Louis and the United States. The loan 
exhibition served an additional purpose of project-
ing a cosmopolitanism, albeit a conservative one, as 
characterizing the American art world. The display 
thereby also demonstrated how the fine arts can 
reflect aspirations for a national identity. A year after 
the Fair closed many of the paintings on display in 
Inside the Palace of Fine Arts were added to Washing-
ton University’s art collection, where they continue 
to contribute to St. Louis’s vibrant cultural life as a 
lasting resource for the public to enjoy.
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