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Captivated by the paintings, sculptures, and tapestries, many visitors to 
the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum overlook the simple glass cases 
that fill its ground floor rooms (fig. 1). They contain an unassuming 
 collection: what seem to be little more than piles of paper and historic 
photographs. Nonetheless, each letter, manuscript, photograph, and 
 clipping presented in these galleries is as much a part of the Museum’s 
holdings as its treasures of fine art. The papers, which belonged to 
Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840–1924), the Museum’s founder, represent 
her personal correspondence, as well as her collections of documents 
related to historical figures she admired. Some are arranged into thematic 
groupings, such as “Presidents and Statesmen” and “French Authors,” 
while others are displayed in cases dedicated to her closest friends and 
advisors, including art connoisseur Bernard Berenson and Japanese 
scholar Okakura Kakuzō. 

Gardner kept very little of her own writing—in fact, she had some 
of it destroyed—but the contents of the cases say as much about her as 
about the various other figures they illuminate. The papers Gardner pre-
served reflect her friendships, allegiances, and alignments with artists, 
writers, musicians, scholars, poets, and other personalities of her day, as 
well as with notables of the past. She curated these relationships—real 
and imaginary—as carefully as she did the masterpieces she acquired for 
her Museum. In addition, she gathered hundreds of newspaper clippings 
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Isabella Stewart Gardner, about 1910
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about herself, tracing a public image often shaped by speculation and 
even featuring images of women who clearly were not her (fig. 2).

Gardner delighted in the splashiest articles. Whether verifiable 
truth, outright lie, or a mixture of fiction and fact, they dramatized  
the ways in which her life fell outside the boundaries of contemporary 
expectation (maybe this is why she collected them). In one instance—
her outings in the late 1890s to Boston’s zoo, where she was granted  
the privilege of walking the wild animals, including a lion named Rex—
she assembled no fewer than four reports from the press. The one  
that ran in the Boston Sunday Post was titled “Mrs. Jack’s Latest Lion: 
The Society Leader Chooses, Not a Man This Time, but a Real King  
of Beasts” and recounts:

On Monday last Mrs. [Jack] Gardner extended her special atten-
tion to a fine young lion, called Rex. . . . She sauntered about . . . 
with an immense yellow- eyed lion by her side, her hand rest-
ing on his neck and he swinging along as contentedly as though 
he had been under Mrs. Jack’s care every day of his life. Surprise 

Fig. 1 The Crawford/Chapman Case in the Blue Room
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Fig. 2 “The Latest Whim of America’s Most Fascinating Widow,” in the New York Journal 
and Advertiser, 17 December 1899, with a photograph (center) of an unknown woman
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Fig. 3 “Mrs. Jack’s Latest Lion,” in the Boston Sunday Post (active Boston, 1831–1956), 
31 January 1897



introduCtion  15

reigned among the spectators present. It is not every day  
that a woman in fashionable dress is seen under such condi-
tions. The way before the two was quickly cleared, and no one 
ventured to dispute Mrs. Jack’s right of possession to her  
new protégé. The walk over, Rex was led back to his cage, while 
Mrs. Gardner took her carriage for home. 

A full- size illustration accompanied the article (fig. 3). In it, a gaggle  
of well- dressed spectators cluster nearby, staring agog. 

Isabella Stewart Gardner was the consummate show person. Her 
legendary outing with a lion, the way it was reported in the popular 
press, and the fact that she collected articles documenting this exploit 
but left behind no first- hand account of the experience provide a suc-
cinct introduction to the complexities of writing her biography. First, 
while Gardner deliberately cultivated her outward image, few written 
records of her deliberations and decisions survive. Mostly what remain 
are her actions and quoted speech. Second, the public persona she cre-
ated, in comparison to that she presented to close friends, heightened 
certain aspects of her interests and personality—often the more outra-
geous ones. The subject of stories ranging from taking jiu- jitsu lessons 
to wearing Red Sox gear to the Boston Symphony, she seems to have 
courted controversy and reveled in the waves of press coverage it stimu-
lated. Nonetheless, this showmanship masked what we know was a 
fierce loyalty to and love for friends and family. She was a dedicated 
aunt to her three nephews, who lost both of their parents at a young  
age. Particularly after the death of their father—her husband’s brother 
Joseph, who had outlived his wife—she threw herself into their educa-
tion and care and raised them as her own. 

The public flamboyance also masked private sensitivity and an 
empathy for those in need. However, these qualities are sometimes hard 
to capture because the first- person written record is so spare. While  
she carefully collected news clippings about herself and preserved them 
within her Museum, Gardner simultaneously erased records of her own 
reactions to her life experiences—from the daring, like walking Rex,  
to the tragic, including the death of her only child—and to the import-
ant political and social events of the day. She asked her friends to burn 
her letters, leaving to posterity few of her own thoughts—although her 
lengthy correspondence with her art advisor Berenson is a notable 
exception. Instead, she shaped her image through the careful curation of 
second- hand accounts. In addition, some of her own writings were 
apparently too precious for her to discard: these include two travel dia-
ries assembled during trips abroad, a handful of inventories and lists of 
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works to be included in select spaces within the Museum, as well as a 
notebook from her first art history studies in 1883. 

To see the world through Isabella’s eyes, we rely on the copious 
visual evidence she left behind: her photographic travel albums, the 
Museum, and its collection. These are key sources for understanding 
her, though many mysteries remain. The scant written record of 
Gardner’s thoughts and opinions provides just enough information  
to be tantalizing, yet not nearly enough to counter the rumor and  
guesswork consecrated in the earliest biographical accounts. Penned  
by Morris Carter—the Museum’s first director, who had served as 
Gardner’s secretary—and Louise Hall Tharp, they are, respectively, a 
hagiography and a gossipy critique. Most importantly, each book is  
a product of its time, Carter’s published in 1925 and Tharp’s in 1965, 
with little scholarly apparatus. Just as Gardner’s idiosyncratic museum 
installations seem carefully designed to invite conjecture but remain 
stubbornly enigmatic, so too does her historical record. 

The headline that appeared in the Boston Sunday Post about Rex 
the lion already hints at some of the problems endemic to the public 
sources, including Gardner’s previous biographies, most recently The  
Art of Scandal (1998). They all persistently refer to her as “Mrs. Jack,” 
adopting her husband John Lowell Gardner Jr.’s nickname. In her own 
lifetime, despite being a larger- than- life personality who courted pub- 
licity, Gardner was often referred to by this moniker and publicly defined 
in relation to her husband. While Jack himself was rarely mentioned  
in accounts of Isabella’s exploits, he remained omnipresent, and reactions 
to her were typically framed in reference to her relationships with men. 
The subheading of the Post article alludes to this fact: “The Society 
Leader Chooses, Not a Man This Time, but a Real King of Beasts.” 

Born and wed into a hidebound upper class, within a deeply patri-
archal society, Gardner frequently refused to conform to the norms of 
her gender and rank. Thanks in part to her wealth and determination, 
she was often able to push back against social expectations and became 
a subject of criticism in the popular press. Well into her advanced years, 
gossip columns were peppered with reports of her dancing and flirting 
with a range of men. Sometimes, it was implied, these interactions  
went beyond harmless fun and became full- blown affairs that violated 
Victorian notions of proper womanhood. The newspapers created the 
impression that Gardner was a frivolous woman; some even suggested 
she courted a degree of masculine attention not merited by her short 
stature, looks, and (later) age. In all of this, her husband fades into the 
background, relegated to funding his wife’s whimsy—including her 
expensive art collecting habit. The secondary literature on Gardner 
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adopted the tone and tenor of these early accounts, perpetuating their 
implicit (and explicit) biases. As a result, a shadow of girlish frivolity 
and eccentricity (a word frequently found in the sources) lingers over 
studies of the Museum and its founder, minimizing her agency, contri-
butions, and complexity as a historical figure and pioneering civic leader. 
The present biography provides a corrective introduction to Gardner’s 
life, based on the best historical resources currently available—private 
accounts and documents, the contemporaneous public record, and the 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum itself. 

In updating our understanding of Gardner, it would be easy to go 
for a radical course correction and present her as a straightforward 
feminist and iconic female museum founder. That would, however, be 
misleading. Instead, this book seeks to introduce her life in all of its 
complexity, from passion to prejudice. It considers, for example, the ori-
gins of Gardner’s wealth, whether her family owned enslaved people, 
and if her or her husband’s family profited from trade with regimes of 
enslavement. It embraces the historical interpretation refracted in the 
many images and accounts of Gardner across the century since she 
passed away in 1924. In this new biography, we accept the ambiguity and 
frequent inconsistencies in her opinions and intent. Gardner, like all 
people past and present, often behaved in contradictory ways. She har-
bored many biases—racial, ethnic, and social—all decidedly out of step 
with our twenty- first- century sensibilities. She was also, simultane-
ously, a pioneering collector, a brilliant curator, a social reformer, and a 
visionary institution builder who created a Museum that awed visitors 
in her lifetime and continues to resonate with today’s public, more than 
a hundred years after it was founded. This biography does not seek to 
resolve the paradoxes in her persona, opinions, and behavior but to 
enrich our understanding of her remarkable life by revealing them. 

Our book follows a roughly chronological path and draws both on 
well- known sources about Gardner’s life and on a wealth of previously 
uncatalogued and unpublished sources in the Museum’s own archives. 
Many of the questions we seek to address emerge from our present- day 
visitors. How were Isabella and Jack able to fund the creation of this 
exceptional place? Was she a political progressive ahead of her time, or  
a conservative elitist? Why was the Museum arranged in such a partic-
ular way, and why are there no labels identifying the works of art? This 
book is not the last say on Isabella Stewart Gardner and her legacy. 
Rather, addressing these questions is just the beginning of a conversa-
tion about an accomplished woman who, for all her notoriety, remains  
a puzzling figure deserving of re- examination. 
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