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New Bouguereau Exhibition  
Reexamines Artist’s Popularity in Gilded Age America 

 
First major exhibition showcasing painter William-Adolphe Bouguereau since the 1980s 

Opens at Memphis Brooks Museum of Art on Saturday, June 22 
 
Memphis, TN – June 12, 2019 – The work of French academic painter William-Adolphe 
Bouguereau (1825–1905), who enjoyed remarkable popularity throughout America’s Gilded 
Age, is the focus of a new exhibition co-organized by the Milwaukee Art Museum and the 
Memphis Brooks Museum of Art. Bouguereau & America is the first major exhibition of the 
artist’s work in nearly 30 years.  

Opening June 22, 2019 at the Brooks, Bouguereau & America will include 39 canvases by the 

French artist, whose renown peaked in America between the late 1860s and the early 1900s, 

and whose works form the backbone of many museum collections. Pulling together large-scale 

canvases from museums and private collections in the United States and Mexico, the exhibition 

presents not just the paintings, but also their provenance in order to examine their popularity 

and cultural relevance in America.    

“Bouguereau delights and confounds us. It’s hard not to be seduced by his exquisite technique 
and the shameless beauty of his modest nymphs, woebegone children, and polished peasants,” 
said Stanton Thomas, PhD, former Curator of European and Decorative Arts, Memphis Brooks 
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Museum of Art, now Curator of Collections and Exhibitions, Museum of Fine Arts, St. 
Petersburg, Florida, and co-curator of the exhibition. “But the question of meaning in these 
grand confections, which we are taught to expect from great art, often eludes us. This 
exhibition is a brilliant chance to revel in Bouguereau’s paintings—which are very nearly 
tableaux-vivants—and to look a little more carefully at those luscious and perennially popular 
works.” 

By reexamining Bouguereau’s collectors, the exhibition sheds light on how the history of 
collecting mirrors the religious beliefs, sexual mores and social problems of the period, as well 
as how the artist’s popularity influenced his subject matter.  

“Bouguereau is a defining figure in the history of French art, and an extraordinary painter 
whose masterful canvases evoke delight and wonder. In addition to that, however, 
Bouguereau’s work can teach us much more,” said Tanya Paul, PhD, Isabel and Alfred Bader 
Curator of European Art, Milwaukee Art Museum and co-curator of the exhibition. “The story 
of Bouguereau is the story of the way art rises and falls in popularity; the role dealers, collectors 
and patrons play in shaping art and taste; and, in many ways, the way art was collected as 
members of a new American merchant class tried to define themselves and their role in the 
world through culture.” 

During the Gilded Age, owning a painting by Bouguereau was considered essential for any 
American who aspired to be a serious art collector. The artist’s grand representational 
canvases, with their self-conscious references to acknowledged masters like Raphael, brought a 
sense of sophistication to newly formed collections. Bouguereau & America takes a 
comprehensive and contemporary look at the artist’s reputation—once revered by Gilded Age 
collectors and later reviled by critics—and offers an opportunity to examine how society’s 
perspectives on art and subject matter can shift over time.  

“The elegance, technical perfection, and flawless surfaces of Bouguereau’s canvases have 
beguiled American collectors from the beginning,” said Emily Ballew Neff, PhD, Executive 
Director, Memphis Brooks Museum of Art. “A milestone in the history of art collecting, this 
exhibition reveals why so many Gilded Age patrons keenly desired a Bouguereau for their art 
collections, and how so many of the artist’s enthusiastic patrons—and their Bouguereaus—
were instrumental in the formation of art museums in the US.” 

A full-color exhibition catalogue, published by Yale University Press with essays by the 
Bouguereau & America co-curators as well as a group of distinguished scholars of the subject, 
has been published to accompany the exhibition. Copies of the catalogue, which received a 
multipage review in the May 9 New York Review of Books, are available for purchase in the 
Brooks’ Museum Store.  
 
“With this exhibition, we are inviting visitors to look at these paintings not only as historically 
significant works but also as products of their time, allowing us to contemplate our values 
today,” said Marcelle Polednik, PhD, Donna and Donald Baumgartner Director, Milwaukee Art 
Museum. “By looking at Bouguereau and his role in the development of the American art 



collector, we are seeking to spark important conversations about the history and future of art 
and collecting.” 

Since opening at the Milwaukee Art Museum in February, the exhibition has received ample 
national press. Wall Street Journal reporter Eric Gibson declares Bouguereau & America “an 
important and ambitions exhibition, fruit of the kind of fresh, original ideas more institutions 
should aspire to.” Hyperallergic critic Debra Brehmer says that “[Bouguereau’s] work still 
refuses to settle into a comfortable category, remaining a gelatinous melange of kitsch, 
academic virtuosity, and unsavory sensuality.” Apollo, the international arts magazine, provided 
in-depth coverage of the exhibition in its February 2019 issue, while The New York Review of 
Books devoted multiple pages of its May 9, 2019 edition to the exhibition catalogue. 
 
Bouguereau & America is on view at the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art from June 22 to 
September 22, 2019. It was shown at the Milwaukee Art Museum from February 15 through 
May 12, 2019, where it was the 2019 Layton Feature Exhibition, sponsored by Layton Art 
Collection Inc. The exhibition will close at the San Diego Museum of Art, where it will be on 
view from November 9, 2019, to March 15, 2020. 
 

This exhibition is co-organized by the Milwaukee Art Museum and the Memphis Brooks 
Museum of Art. 
 
This exhibition is supported by an indemnity from the Federal Council on the Arts and 
Humanities. 
 
Dr. Joy Brown Wiener and family are the catalogue sponsors for Bouguereau & America. At the 
Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, Bouguereau & America is sponsored by Carol and George 
Barnes, Buzzy Hussey and Hal Brunt, Mr. and Mrs. Thomas J. Clark, Mr. and Mrs. Thomas 
Needham Horton, Lucy and Tom Lee, Malco Theaters and Sue Layman Designs, Mr. and Mrs. 
Chuck Schadt, Honey and Rudi Scheidt, Mr. and Mrs. Bailey Wiener, and Mr. and Mrs. Lee 
Russel Wiener.  
 
There will be a membership reception for Bouguereau & America on the evening of Friday, June 
21 and a free community day from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. on Saturday, June 29. Dr. Jane R. Becker, 
collections management associate at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,  will give a talk, The 
Bouguereaus and the Académie Julian, at 2 p.m. on Saturday, July 13. Tea & Tour for Seniors 
will be held 2 – 4 p.m. on Thursday, September 5. There will be three guided tours of the 
exhibition: Wednesday, July 10 at 6:30 p.m. with Dr. William McKeown, University of Memphis; 
Sunday, August 11 at 2 p.m. with Michele Crump, Alliance Française de Memphis (tour will be in 
French); Sunday, September 8 at 2 p.m. with artist Kate Manzo, Michelangelo Project. View the 
exhibition for free at Orion Free Wednesdays at the Brooks, held every week from 10 a.m. to 8 
p.m.          
      
 
 



About the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art 
Founded in 1916 in historic Overton Park, Memphis Brooks Museum of Art is home to 
Tennessee’s oldest and largest major collection of world art. More than 10,000 works make up 
the Brooks Museum’s permanent collection, including works from ancient Greece, Rome, and 
the Americas; Renaissance masterpieces from Italy; English portraiture; American painting and 
decorative arts; contemporary art; and a survey of African art. The Brooks enriches the lives of 
our diverse community through the museum’s expanding collection, varied exhibitions, and 
dynamic programs that reflect the art of world cultures from antiquity to the present.  
For more information about the Brooks, please visit brooksmuseum.org. 
 
About the Milwaukee Art Museum 
Home to a rich collection of more than 30,000 works of art, the Milwaukee Art Museum is 
located on the shores of Lake Michigan. Its campus includes the Santiago Calatrava–designed 
Quadracci Pavilion, annually showcasing three feature exhibitions, and the Eero Saarinen–
designed Milwaukee County War Memorial Center and David Kahler‒designed addition. In 
2016, after a yearlong renovation, the Museum reopened its Collection Galleries, debuting 
nearly 2,500 world-class works of art within dramatically transformed galleries and a new 
lakefront addition. This reimagined space also allows for the presentation of additional 
changing exhibitions. For more information, please visit mam.org.  
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