Faces

of the

Nation

David Ward ’74 helps give the Smithsonian
National Portrait Gallery a modern face-lift.

By Karen McCally ’02 (PhD)

For years, the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery in
Washington, D.C., suffered from something of an iden-
tity crisis. It was conceived as a history museum, but its
collections were artworks. In its early years, it pleased
neither art critics nor historians. As for the lay public,
the gallery was often overshadowed by the older and
larger National Museum of American History and Na-
tional Gallery of Art.

But in the eyes of some observers, the portrait gallery
has aged well. According to Philip Kennicott, the Pulitzer
Prize-winning art and architecture critic for the Wash-
ington Post who has been following the museum beat for
several years, today it’s the portrait gallery whose star is
shining most brightly.

He gives a lot of the credit to David Ward ’74.

A Tour of the Gallery

On the following pages, David Ward '74, senior
historian at the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery,

shares his thoughts on five of his favorite portraits
from among the more than 21,000 works in the
gallery’s permanent collection.
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“There is good news out of the National Portrait Gal-
lery, which has proven itself an exception to the often
dispiriting conformity and timorousness of other Smith-
sonian museums,” Kennicott wrote in the fall of 2013,
upon the gallery’s announcement of Ward’s promotion
to senior historian.

Ward came to the gallery in 1981 as a research assis-
tant. Later, as historian, he played a lead role in several
special exhibitions exploring the themes of identity and
self-fashioning in the context of ethnicity, sexuality, and
professional and artistic roles. The exhibitions—“Face
Value: Portraiture in the Age of Abstraction,” “Poetic
Likeness: Modern American Poets,” and “Hide/Seek:
Difference and Desire in American Portraiture,” to name
three—won positive attention in the art world, and in
some cases coincided with noticeable upticks in a visita-
tion rate that has averaged about one million visitors per
year, according to Bethany Bentley, the gallery’s head of
communications and public affairs.

Without concurring with Kennicott’s general as-
sessment of the Smithsonian, Ward says the gallery has
become, of late, used to surprising its critics. “We’ve got-
ten tired of being called the best secret in Washington,”
he confides.






It’s no mystery what the surprise is about. “Initially we were
conceived almost like a hall of fame. It was very much the political
nation,” Ward says, noting that the gallery was envisioned in the mid-
1960s as an American version of Britain’s National Portrait Gallery
in London. “We’ve struggled against that. And I think we’ve success-
fully struggled against that.”

As amode of artistic expression, portraiture fell almost entirely out
of favor among artists by the mid-20th century. According to Jonathan
Binstock, an art historian and the Mary W. and Donald R. Clark Direc-
tor of the Memorial Art Gallery, portraiture often still gets a bad rap.

“If you were to walk around places like Chelsea in New York City,
Hong Kong, Berlin, Los Angeles, wherever you might go where

there’s a high density of contemporary art, you wouldn’t find much
portraiture at all,” says Binstock.

But he says there are unique virtues to portraiture, and this past
summer he transformed the museum’s opening gallery into a display
of portraiture, a strength of the museum’s
permanent collection.

“It’s a very welcoming way to invite peo-
ple in. You come in and you’re engaged with
other people, as it were. With faces, you look
at them, and they look back at you. And you
can start your conversation with art there.”

Viewers haven’t always been encouraged
to “converse” with portraits. Says Ward,
“Portraits have had a hierarchical, authoritative role, and that goes
back to the Renaissance. They’re up on the wall. And you look up at
them.” And then there’s the gaze, which Ward calls a “powerful laser
beam of political and cultural control, this kind of magisterial, death-
ray stare coming out of the subjects.”

Modern viewers have come to see that stare in a different light.

“As we’'ve become less comfortable with hierarchy, even in official
portraiture, the gaze has been altered,” Ward says. “For one thing,
we’re interrogating the portrait as well.”

In the 2014 exhibit “Face Value,” Ward and his colleagues turned
the marginalization of portraiture in the post-World War II era to
their advantage, displaying a mix of familiar artists and works to ad-
vance an alternative view of the period: that abstract artists were
not abandoning portraiture, but reinventing it; that a time long as-
sumed to be the nadir of portraiture might instead be seen as a rich
period in its evolution.

Ward often draws from both the permanent collections of the

FACT AND FICTION:
“Portraiture is often
about disguise,” says
Ward, who seeks to
convey the richness
of portraiture to a
broad audience.

38 ROCHESTER REVIEW November-December 2015

gallery and works on loan. He’s overseen exhibits that have been criti-
cized for relying too much on familiar artists and works. But there’s
a reason for working with familiar material, which Ward demon-
strated most forcefully in “Hide/Seek.” He calls the exhibit, which he
cocurated with Jonathan Katz, director of the visual studies doctoral
program at the State University of New York at Buffalo, “my succés de
scandale” Tt brought into the limelight what the curators say had long
been hidden in full view. As Ward told one critic at the time, it was an
exploration of the ways in which gay, lesbian, and bisexual artists and
subjects had resisted the “forbiddenness” of their sexuality in main-
stream culture “by developing new visual ways to code, disguise, and
express” their identities in portraiture. It was well attended and at-
tracted positive attention from critics from
Washington to New York to London, and con-
demnation from some religious groups and
members of Congress. G. Wayne Clough, then
secretary of the Smithsonian, ordered the re-
moval of one of the exhibit’s works.

Ward says he’s tired of talking about the
controversy, but not about the art. “It was an
incredibly rich artistic show,” he says.

Ward arrived at the gallery in the early
1980s by what he calls “serendipity.” He stud-
ied history at Rochester at a time when, he
boasts, “it was probably the best American
history department in the country.” He took
courses with several of the department’s
stars, notably Eugene Genovese, Christopher
Lasch, and Herbert Gutman. He decided to
pursue graduate study in labor history, trav-
eling to England to earn a master’s degree at
the University of Warwick, and then to Yale
for doctoral work. “This is where my life took
a strange turn,” he says.

Today he jokes that his early pursuit of labor history was “my big
Oedipal rebellion” His father was John William Ward, who in the
1950s was among the founders of the emerging field of American
studies. American studies was interdisciplinary, drawing heavily on
literature and art, for example, to illuminate American culture and
ideals as expressed in everyday life. The elder Ward’s 1953 book,
Andrew Jackson: Symbol for an Age, was a foundational text of the
American studies movement. In the 1970s, labor history was a sub-
discipline of social and economic history. “I didn’t like it,” Ward says.
“I left Yale without finishing”

Needing a job, he landed one at the gallery, working as a research
assistant on the papers of the early-American portrait artist Charles
Willson Peale. Ward says he started “to refocus on history instead of
feeling sorry for myself, which is kind of what I was doing when I
was at Yale.” Peale became the subject of Ward’s first book, Charles
Willson Peale: Art and Selfhood in the Early Republic (University of
California Press). Working on the book was a personal journey dur-
ing which Ward found that a study of American culture steeped in
the arts was where he, too, could make a mark, his father’s career
notwithstanding.

“T’d become more and more interested in biography, and more in-
terested in self-fashioning, and identity and individualism, within
the context of American society,” he says.

Ward is drawn to what he calls “the elusive and elliptical, a way of
getting at a kind of deeper truth.”

“When I was in my 20s, I was really certain about a lot of things.
Now that 'm in my 60s, 'm completely uncertain about most things.
There’s nothing wrong with the kind of archival history that I started
out doing. There are just other ways of doing it,” he says. “It’s like,
let’s think imaginatively about the past.” @
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Self-Portrait
BY CHARLES WILLSON PEALE, C. 1791 OIL ON CANVAS

Peale painted roughly 17 self-portraits. He was fixated on
this notion of self-fashioning and self-creation. He came
from a disadvantaged background. His father was a convict,
and he was orphaned at any early age.

As he was making his way in the 18th-century world, how
did he move up in terms of wealth and in terms of fame?
How did he navigate the planter society of Maryland? |
became tremendously interested in those questions when |
was working on my biography of Peale.

Peale became a painter largely by accident, because he
was handy. And he dedicated himself to the task of improv-
ing himself physically, culturally, and mentally, and then
making himself visible through portraiture. It was like he
had to convince himself that he was making it in the world,
and so he would paint another portrait of himself. His most
famous one, done in 1822, is this gigantic self-portrait called
The Artist in His Museum. But in this much smaller portrait,
| just see somebody who is really hard-bitten and deter-
mined. He paints his determination into that canvas in a way
that I think is really interesting.

Abraham Lincoln
BY ALEXANDER GARDNER, 1865 ALBUMEN SILVER PRINT

One of the reasons I'm interested in Lincoln is that he
understood early on how powerful photography was. You
didn’t just want to have one pose. You didn’t just want to
have one likeness. You could change things. And when he
started running for president, one of the first things Lincoln,
being known only in very small political circles, did was to
have Matthew Brady take his photograph. It was a way of
making himself visible and showing that he wasn’t just a
country bumpkin with bad clothing. He bought a Brooks
Brothers suit.

| find this portrait of Lincoln uncanny because of its
circumstances. First, it’s singular. The glass plate cracked
at some point during the development process in February
1865. Gardner printed one image and threw the glass plate
away. It’s slightly out of focus, but it’s an amazing picture
of Lincoln.

As Lincoln was sitting for this photograph, he was looking
toward his second term. But when we look at it, we know
he’s going to die. He’s thinking about the second inaugu-
ral, and this and that politically, and we know that he’s
going to go to Ford’s Theatre and be killed, and that will
change everything. It changes the course of Reconstruc-
tion, it changes postbellum history. It’s this incredibly tragic
moment, and that’s when Lincoln becomes a myth. You can
read that into that portrait. It’s my favorite picture in the
gallery.

NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY, SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION; FRAME CONSERVED WITH FUNDS FROM
THE SMITHSONIAN WOMEN’S COMMITTEE (PEALE); SMITHSONIAN’S NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY (LINCOLN)
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O’Hara Reading
BY LARRY RIVERS, AFTER FREDERICK WILLIAM MCDARRAH, 1967 COLOR LITHOGRAPH WITH COLLAGE ON PAPER

If I could have any one picture—if I could own any one picture in our gallery—it would be this one. The collage
effect, 0’Hara’s own poem in the middle, and the little portrait of 0’Hara reading, all create a kind of flow, like
O’Hara’s kind of poetry. There’s essentially this river running down the middle of the piece. You can’t necessar-
ily see it in a reproduction, but the collage is layered. There’s a river of words running through it.

O’Hara had a regular job, at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. He went to the office, he filled in
his time there, and also wrote poetry. He'd take a walk every lunch hour and he’d write a poem about it. In
Lunch Poems, he creates an archive of pop culture, and because he’s preternaturally sensitive, he picks up on
everything.

O’Hara was killed in an awful auto accident. His sister and John Ashbery went to his apartment and discov-
ered this file cabinet full of poems. There were, maybe, a thousand poems. It’s a touching story. Everybody knew
he was a poet, but it was, like, “wow.”

I do think this portrait is stupendous. I'd really like to own it, but that’s never going to happen. It’s a print,
and there are about 45 of them. But I've never seen one on the market. And | never could afford it.

—David Ward '74
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