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THE NEW YORK TIMES, March 26, 2026 
Raphael and the Renaissance of Divine Beauty 
This blockbuster exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art humanizes 
a lapsed god of painting. 
By Jason Farago  
 

 
 
Why is she holding a unicorn? 
 
A little baby unicorn: a foal with soft fur, a snub nose, a smooth muzzle, and a horn like 
a narwhal’s tusk spiraling up to heaven. The maiden that Raphael painted around 1505 
cradles the critter, tender and tame. She’s sitting upright, at a slight angle, in this half-
length profile. She’s gazing out and to the side: the same breath-of-life pose in which 
Leonardo placed a brunette named Lisa a few years before. 
 
But why a unicorn? For status, perhaps: The mythological beast was an emblem of the 
Farnese family, one of Italy’s grandest dynasties. Or perhaps for marketing. Only a 
virgin could tame the dangerous unicorn, the legend went, and the wealthy sitter here 
was probably on the marriage market, advertising her chastity. (Always check the 
jewelry: a chunky ruby around her neck, but no ring on her finger.) 
 
Look at the hands, though. How the maiden wraps her thumb and forefinger around the 
beast’s front hoof. The effortless show-off move of the unicorn’s tufted fur brushing her 
wrist. Virtue, purity, fecundity, charm: It’s as if Raphael is sabotaging himself. The 
blushing bride-to-be embodies feminine virtues to a degree present only in unicorn 
land. She is so beautiful she is not real. 
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Only a virgin could tame the dangerous unicorn, the legend went, and the wealthy sitter 
here was probably on the marriage market. 
 
The “Portrait of a Young Woman with a Unicorn” has traveled from Rome to New York 
for an exhibition of such sublimity and grace it is hard to square with the cold world 
outside. “Raphael: Sublime Poetry,” opening at the Metropolitan Museum of Art this 
weekend, is one of those blockbusters we used to take for granted in the United States — 
before the explosion of shipping and insurance costs, and less metaphorical explosions 
too — and, for the next three months, you have the chance to rediscover a Renaissance 
man who gave painting and drawing, tapestry and architecture, a radiance not reached 
since ancient times. 
 
The show is a beauty, but not the kind you would chat up in a bar. Raphael’s is a 
forbidding, imposing beauty: the sort that seems to reflect the divine, and make us look 
puny by contrast. 
 
A beauty and, if I may borrow for just a second the slang of the Silicon Valley low 
church, a unicorn itself. “Raphael: Sublime Poetry” took eight years to organize. It cost 
untold millions. It required five dozen lenders. No American museum, the Met says, has 
ever presented a full-scale exhibition on this prince of painters, and logistics are not the 
only reason. 
 
In 1520, after Raphael died on Good Friday at the age of 37, Romans came out for a 
citywide deification ceremony that ended with his interment at the Pantheon. (“Why be 
surprised that you died on the day Christ died?” went one rather sacrilegious eulogy. 
“He was the God of Nature, you were the God of Art.”) For centuries after, his name was 
the supreme synonym for artistic genius. 
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Views from a Met preview for “Raphael: Sublime Poetry.”CreditCredit... 

 
But when classical ideals fell by the wayside, Raphael lost his pre-eminence too. Modern 
eyes gravitated to the sultry naturalism of Caravaggio, or the secular silences of 
Vermeer: neither a household name before 1900. Whereas this titan of the Renaissance 
came to seem just a little too perfect. His numerous sensitive depictions of the Madonna 
and Child, in particular, receded into Christmas-card staples. Teen tours at the Vatican 
now hustle through the Raphael Rooms, including the magisterial “School of Athens,” 
on their way to the Sistine Chapel and the gelato stand. 
 
Reintroducing Raphael to contemporary audiences — our concentration shot, our Bible 
studies patchy, our palates scorched by sriracha — is the goal here of Carmen C. 
Bambach, a longtime Met curator. This is the last in a trilogy of shows she has organized 
of the three most renowned artists of the Italian High Renaissance. A Leonardo 
blockbuster opened in 2003. A hulking Michelangelo survey ran from 2017-18. 
(Donatello, the fourth Ninja Turtle, worked three-quarters of a century earlier.) 
 

 
For the next three months, our critic writes, “you have the chance to rediscover a true Renaissance man 
who gave painting and drawing, tapestry and architecture, a radiance not reached since ancient times.” 

 
She does not try to make Raphael modern, except for a few unconvincing sallies 
comparing printmaking to social media. Her strategy is to re-humanize this lapsed god 
of painting by packing the gallery with drawings: 140 of them, alongside 33 paintings, to 
show the year-by-year, day-by-day work of a country boy who became the right hand of 
two popes. We’ll see, I guess, whether these draw the same pilgrims as Leonardo’s nifty 
inventions or Michelangelo’s brawny saints. For my own part, I left awe-struck, and 
intimidated too. 
 
Because painting did not look quite so flawless when Raffaello di Giovanni Santi was 
born in Urbino in 1483. His father painted and wrote epic poetry, but two other 
influences in central Italy would be even more decisive. One was the court, which the 
duke of Urbino had turned into one of the most sophisticated and refined on the 
peninsula: a home for poetry, dance, masques and the patronage required for them. (An 
earlier son of Urbino is my No. 1 Renaissance man: Donato Bramante, friend of Raphael 
and architect of St. Peter’s.) Urbino in the late 15th century was a hilltop redoubt of a 
new humanism, reflected in this show through an architectural fantasia of a 
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geometrically perfect city, not to mention the Met’s slightly campy exhibition design of 
cutout arcades. 
 

 
Perugino, “St. Augustine with Members of the Confraternity of Perugia,” circa 1500. On the right, 
Raphael, “Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints,” circa 1504. Credit...via Carnegie Museum of Art; 
via The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 
The other was Pietro Perugino, in whose Umbrian studio Raphael learned both the 
fundamentals of painting and the workings of papal and ducal commissions. Looking at 
master and student side by side, you see how Raphael adopted Perugino’s precise line, 
his otherworldly clarity. But where Perugino hewed to an older hierarchy — Christ and 
Mary biggest, the angels and donors smaller; your spiritual significance determines your 
height — Raphael’s early altarpieces present a shocking new naturalism. Suddenly, the 
saints and sinners are scaled like humans are. Like they’re in real, tangible spaces: a 
technique he may have picked up from the new, Netherlandish art that the Urbino court 
collected in bulk. 
 
He struck out on his own, he made grand altarpieces and smaller pictures for private 
worship, and at the turn of the 16th century he went up to Florence. All the artists there 
were talking about a painterly battle royale, as two giants of the trade labored over 
murals on opposite walls of the Palazzo Vecchio. In this corner: Michelangelo, whose 
mastery of anatomy and the male nude made the young Raphael jealous. In that corner: 
Leonardo, hasty, experimental, blasting through a dozen ideas in his sketchbook while 
Raphael was still working from exact preparatory drawings. 
 
Neither mural survives. But Bambach evokes the influence of these older rivals on the 
young Raphael through dozens of sketches and cartoons — including an illuminating 
sequence of efforts to work out the figures in an Entombment, with Greco-Roman 
space-making and Leonardesque lines. Many famous Raphaels that didn’t travel — 
the “Madonna of the Meadow” in Vienna, the “Sistine Madonna” in Dresden, the 
later “Transfiguration” at the Vatican — are represented through drawings of greater or 
lesser refinement. The show can get very academic in these moments. Specialists are 
going to delight in fighting over attributions and dates, though you may wonder if you 
need to see yet another sheet of the Christ child’s stubby thighs. (The catalog, too, is a 
pitiless thing, with no individual entries for the show’s paintings and drawings; 
Bambach has written a single giant essay running almost 300 pages.) 
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“The Virgin and Child with Infant Saint John the Baptist in a Landscape (The Alba Madonna),” around 
1509-11. 

 
Yet these are moments of harmony here between painting and drawing, between hand 
and mind, of such artless magnificence that the world goes thin. Raphael’s vivid “Alba 
Madonna,” from around 1510, luxuriates in the luscious blues of Mary’s mantle and the 
geometric balance of its circular composition. When I’ve seen it in Washington, it’s 
always struck me as flawless but also impenetrable, as perfect circles are. 
 
Here at the Met, though, the “Alba Madonna” appears with an arresting and much more 
human preliminary study — for which the model for Mary is a young man, presumably 
an assistant in Raphael’s workshop. Left leg extended, right pulled back. Right arm 
outstretched, left elbow thrust out. The Mother of God appears ethereal, but the image 
was built from life. 
 

 
The real meets the ideal: Portrait of Bindo Altoviti, a debonair young papal banker. Raphael lavished care 
on his wispy sideburn, lips touched with vermilion. 

 
The touch that makes Raphael’s Madonnas so tender can become provocative, and even 
lascivious, in his portraits. Facing the “Young Woman with a Unicorn” is another loan 
from Washington, of the debonair young papal banker Bindo Altoviti, turning his head 
back to us with androgynous wiles. Again, the real runs right into the ideal: Look at the 
care Raphael lavished on his wispy blond sideburn, the lips touched with vermilion. 
Altoviti is moving up, from Rome to Olympus. (Well, when you are young and rich and 
beautiful, you may as well flaunt it.) 
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Another classicization is his “Fornarina,” or female baker: a young woman raising a 
sheer veil to her still-uncovered breasts, in the manner of countless marble Venuses. 
Scholars assume the subject was Margarita Luti, one of Raphael’s models and 
mistresses, whose father ran a bakery. 
 

 
The "Portrait of the Nude Fornarina” has traveled from Rome to New York for “Raphael: Sublime Poetry.” 

 
He was still only 25 when he got to Rome, yet his reputation as a modernizer — plus the 
connections of Bramante: Urbino boys stick together! — convinced Pope Julius II to 
invite Raphael to decorate the room that would define his legacy for centuries. That was 
the Stanza della Segnatura, the first of four Vatican chambers now known as the 
Raphael Rooms (or just stanze), which the Met tries to evoke with projections at three-
quarter scale. They cycle too fast — just 15 seconds per room — and the images appear 
bleached out, so before you enter the video reproduction, navigate the forest of drawings 
Bambach has gathered. Blind Homer looks skyward. Adam gazes back over his shoulder. 
Pythagoras and his disciples are ready to face Christ in heaven. In this room, 
at this time, where Raphael married the Bible to Greco-Roman antiquity, the past 
became not just something to emulate but to exceed. 
 
Raphael painted a suite of four interconnected, frescoed rooms on the second floor of 
the Apostolic Palace in the Vatican Museums, in the Vatican Palace; a digital video at the 
Met shows his monumental fresco cycles at about 75 percent scale.CreditCredit... 
 
Like I said, it’s intimidating — and we haven’t even come to the Sistine Chapel 
tapestries, magnificent visions of the Gospel so lush they drove the papacy of Leo X into 
bankruptcy. (But when you go broke there is always someone richer. The three 
tapestries here are second editions, made for the king of Spain.) 
 
But the real challenge, and also the merit, of the Met’s Raphael blowout isn’t its 
quantity; it’s how it defies modern expectations. The sweet Madonnas and 
philosophizing Greeks we now find so removed from our time were once, in the early 
16th century, endeavors to reinvent everything — ideal visions from “the firstborn 
among the sons of modern Europe,” as the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt called 
Raphael’s generation. 
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Viewing the lush scenery of the late 1540s/early 1550s Flemish tapestry edition of Raphael’s “The 
Miraculous Draft of the Fishes” from the Acts of the Apostles series, woven in wool and silk. The original 
was commissioned by Pope Leo X, to be brought into the Sistine Chapel on special occasions. 

 
Because the whole point of the Renaissance, articulated in every stroke and scratch of 
this exhibition, is that the past could never be reattained, not as it was before. It was 
only a guide, a model, to live a finer life in your own times. When Plato and Aristotle 
stare you down at the Vatican, when the Madonna looks as serene as Lake Trasimeno, 
when a woman with a unicorn promises this world can be better, you are witnessing not 
antiquity being reborn but human nature itself. Only that rebirth, that inner 
renaissance, could give a pope the confidence to tear down St. Peter’s, and to let a young 
man loose on the walls. 
 

 
Detail from “The Holy Family with Infant Saint John the Baptist (The Madonna of the Rose),” in 
“Raphael: Sublime Poetry.” 

 
Raphael: Sublime Poetry 
From March 29 to June 28. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1000 Fifth Avenue, 
Manhattan; 212-535-7710, metmuseum.org. 
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THE WASHINGTON POST, December 11, 2025 
The best art shows of 2025 
Master painters, “degenerate art” and sculpture attacked by the White 
House all make our critics’ list of the best museum exhibitions of the year. 
by Philip Kennicott and Sebastian Smee 

 

(Illustration by Anna Lefkowitz/The Washington Post; iStock) 

This year U.S. museums, especially those in D.C., came under hostile pressure from an 
unexpected quarter — the federal government. Yet curators and their colleagues 
continued to mount magnificent shows. 

Below our critics list, in chronological order, the best exhibitions they reviewed this 
year. 

‘Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian’s Legacy’ 

Belle da Costa Greene’s father, Richard T. Greener, was the first Black man to graduate 
from Harvard, and went on to become a prominent civil rights activist. But that fact was 
carefully scrubbed from his daughter’s personal history as she “crossed the color line,” 
becoming the first and most consequential director of what is now the Morgan Library & 
Museum. She was a glamorous and celebrated society figure, and helped build the 
Morgan’s powerhouse collection of rare books. She destroyed her personal 
correspondence and private journals, and disappeared (while alive) almost entirely into 
her new identity, as a woman of Portuguese descent. The Morgan mounted an 
exhibition, “Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian’s Legacy,” devoted to her life and legacy, 
which dealt forthrightly and intelligently with the myriad issues raised by its leader’s life 
choices. It was one of the smartest and most revealing shows of the season. — Philip 
Kennicott 

‘The Shape of Power: Stories of Race and American Sculpture’ 
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“Las Twines” by Pepón Osorio, part of “The Shape of Power: Stories of Race and American Sculpture” at 
the Smithsonian American Art Museum. (Chloe Coleman/The Washington Post) 

The Smithsonian American Art Museum’s exhibition “The Shape of Power: Stories of 
Race and American Sculpture” opened late in 2024, but it became a 2025 must-see after 
President Donald Trump, who has assailed diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives 
using a litany of racial dog whistles, attacked the exhibition by name in a March 
executive order. The president accused the show of documenting how “‘sculpture has 
been a powerful tool in promoting scientific racism’” and promoting “the view that race 
is not a biological reality but a social construct.” To which the curators of this well-
designed and thoroughly researched show could proudly say, “Guilty as charged.” 

“The Shape of Power” is a perfect primer in how art furthered cultural, political and 
pseudoscientific agendas, and it included key works from American history that still 
make the blood boil, for their caricature, bias and overt lies. It was well worth seeing 
before Trump arrived, but with Trump’s attack, it became obligatory. — P.K. 

‘Caspar David Friedrich: The Soul of Nature’ 

 

Caspar David Friedrich's 1822 painting “Moonrise over the Sea.” (Jorg P. Anders/bpk/Nationalgalerie, 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin) 

“Caspar David Friedrich: The Soul of Nature” opened at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in February, which already seems a lifetime ago. Friedrich’s own lifetime began 250 
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years before 2025, a more-or-less arbitrary fact providing the happy pretext for this 
dazzling show. Friedrich didn’t just epitomize Romantic landscape painting. He 
invented it. He is one of those artists about whom you carry around an idea, having seen 
one or two of his most famous paintings and various pop culture riffs on them. The Met 
exhibit provided an opportunity to put aside preconceptions and wrestle with the 
entirety of his achievement. It confirmed that his art was greater, more beautiful and 
more puzzling than we realized. — Sebastian Smee 

‘Degenerate Art: Modern Art on Trial Under the Nazis’ 

 

Otto Freundlich's 1937 “Large Head,” reproduced on the cover of the guide to the exhibition “Degenerate 
Art.” (mahJ/Christophe Fouin/Musée Picasso Paris) 

I saw “Degenerate Art: Modern Art on Trial Under the Nazis” at the Musée Picasso in 
Paris soon after the current administration assumed power. The show described what 
happened to artists labeled “degenerate” by the Nazis, not only for being Jewish, 
homosexual or communist but also simply for being modernist. Emphasizing its 
ongoing relevance is not an attempt to compare Trump to Hitler — I care little for that 
lazy habit. It’s about reflecting on what it means to use brute power to constrain or 
redirect culture. It doesn’t have to end up where it ended in the 1940s for us all to see 
clearly what can happen to freedom and the spontaneous, risk-loving expression of 
culture, in all its forms, when those in power go out of their way to make creative people 
feel intimidated and fearful. — S.S. 

‘Jack Whitten: The Messenger’ 

I was introduced to Jack Whitten’s stunning paintings only five years before he died in 
2018, and then again to his virtually unknown sculptures in a survey at the Baltimore 
Museum of Art. I learned more about him from those who knew him. Loving his work, I 
became convinced I would have loved the man, too. But when the Museum of Modern 
Art’s marvelous posthumous retrospective, “Jack Whitten: The Messenger,” opened in 
March, I remained unprepared for the richness, variety and creative conviction behind 
all his work. What a painter and sculptor! What an inventor! What a restless, intelligent, 
openhearted spirit! You think the best art is made by the worst people? Not so. — S.S. 
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‘Roaring: Art, Fashion, and the Automobile in France, 1918–1939’ 

I was not anticipating, as the year began, that a show in St. Louis about French car 
culture between World War I and World War II would be the museum exhibit that 
lingers most vividly in my mind by year’s end. But wow — “Roaring: Art, Fashion, and 
the Automobile in France, 1918–1939” at the St. Louis Art Museum just smashed it out 
of the park. The real ravishment came from the objects in “Roaring”: impossibly svelte 
Bugattis and shiny Citroëns; photographs by Man Ray and (everyone’s favorite 
photographer of high jinks and happiness) Jacques-Henri Lartigue; paintings by 
Matisse and Mondrian and a lot of exquisite gowns and racy accessories by the likes of 
Schiaparelli and Hermès. But “Roaring” was more than just a beautifully designed 
showcase for beautiful design. It got you thinking about upheaval and war, gender, sex, 
freedom, speed and how we are all, at every moment, expressing this multiheaded 
phenomenon we call “culture.” — S.S. 

‘Willem de Kooning: Endless Painting’ 

Big, ambitious shows of major artists are getting harder to do, mainly because of rising 
insurance and transportation costs. Heartening, then, that a major commercial gallery is 
willing to take on the challenge. “Willem de Kooning: Endless Painting” at Gagosian was 
not a full-throttle retrospective — that would have been asking too much — but it was a 
powerful, beautifully distilled selection of works from across the great Dutch American 
artist’s stellar career. A stowaway who lived illegally in the United States for 36 years, De 
Kooning influenced the likes of Jackson Pollock, Robert Rauschenberg, Grace Hartigan 
and Jack Whitten, and continues to inspire our best painters today. — S.S.  

The Frick reopening 

 
The Garden Court at the Frick Collection. (Joseph Coscia Jr./Frick Collection) 

“The Frick is back.” New Yorkers, art lovers and tourists alike were delighted by the 
reopening of one of the city’s most beloved institutions, the Frick Collection, which 
closed during the covid pandemic in 2020 and remained shuttered for a four-year, $220 
million renovation of its historic home on Fifth Avenue. Frick lovers eagerly awaited the 
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return of the collection to its reconfigured home, which included access for the first time 
to the mansion’s second floor, a new cafe, an enlarged reception area, an underground 
theater and lecture hall and 30 percent more gallery space. 

The new space is beautifully designed and helps with traffic flow. But it also gives access 
to the Frick family, including the personal space of Henry Clay Frick and his wife, 
Adelaide. Mr. Frick was an odious figure, a robber baron and a union buster, which the 
new Frick doesn’t discount or paper over. Rather, it shows us Frick’s domestic 
environment as a set of facts, owned and acknowledged, and inseparable from the public 
legacy of art he left behind. — P.K. 

‘Sargent and Paris’ 

 

The “Sargent and Paris” installation at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. (Hyla Skopitz/Metropolitan 
Museum of Art) 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s popular exhibition “Sargent and Paris” surveyed the 
work made by John Singer Sargent while he was a young and rising artist in France, 
before his permanent move to England in 1886. The exhibition focused on a key 
painting, his 1884 portrait of a Louisiana-born Creole woman named Virginie Amélie 
Avegno Gautreau, a work now known as “Madame X.” It provoked a scandal when 
unveiled at the Paris Salon, which helped cement Sargent’s reputation as a leading artist 
and helpmate to the elites of Europe. But the real interest of the exhibition was its focus 
on Sargent’s early years, his precocious talent, his essays in different forms and styles, 
and his inexhaustible virtuosity with paint. Some artists struggle to create a working 
version of their mature self; for Sargent, it was a matter of taming his several selves into 
something coherent and marketable, and he succeeded all too well. — P.K. 

‘Little Beasts: Art, Wonder, and the Natural World’ 

https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/sargent-and-paris
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/art/2025/05/31/john-singer-sargent-paris-met-review/
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/12127
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/12127


 

Jan van Kessel the Elder's “Insects and a Sprig of Rosemary” from 1653. (National Gallery of Art) 

The National Gallery of Art used to be a powerhouse when it came to Dutch and Flemish 
art, but has mostly forsaken this legacy in recent years. A midsize and thoroughly 
engaging exhibition called “Little Beasts: Art, Wonder, and the Natural World,” was a 
happy exception. The curators worked in collaboration with the Smithsonian’s Museum 
of Natural History to explore how artists struggled to make sense of the natural world, 
the horizons of which were greatly expanding in the 16th and 17th centuries as 
Europeans absorbed the intellectual, cultural and literal spoils of colonialism. They 
struggled with new ideas and a burgeoning catalogue of flora and fauna, which needed 
to be fitted into intellectual paradigms descended from the ancient world and medieval 
Christianity. The exhibition demonstrated in material and granular fashion the powerful 
nexus between understanding and owning the world, and how those powerful drives can 
both warp and refine our ability to see the most ordinary things. — P.K. 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/art/2025/05/24/little-beasts-naturalism-national-gallery-art/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/art/2025/05/24/little-beasts-naturalism-national-gallery-art/
https://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/little-beasts-art-wonder-and-natural-world
https://naturalhistory.si.edu/
https://naturalhistory.si.edu/
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THE NEW YORK TIMES, May 28, 2025 
The Most Wondrous Art in the World in 1,726 Objects 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Michael C. Rockefeller collection from 
Africa, the Ancient Americas and Oceania reopens with a pantheon of 
historic art stars. 
By Holland Cotter 
 

 
In the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, a carved figure from Mali is the welcoming host 

 
If you want to feel the charge of excitement that great art — no imaginative limits — and 
new thinking about it can bring, head to the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s redesigned 
and reconceived Michael C. Rockefeller wing, and its collection of work from Africa, the 
Americas and Oceania that opens on Saturday. Go for the pure visual pleasure of the 
work there — believe me, it’ll have your eyes spinning — and go for the still unfolding 
histories it tells. 
 
Every step of the way through the revamped galleries, closed since 2021, is wondrous. 
Spaces that once felt cramped and crowded have become enveloping vistas that will stop 
you in your tracks. Objects once confined to boxy wall cases are now free-standing and 
approachable, to be engaged with, like the living things they were conceived to be, and 
truly are. 
 
These 1,726 objects — majestic carved wood figures from Africa; pocket-size mythical 
beings, cast in gold, from Mexico; a communally painted, Sistine-worthy ceiling of the 
South Seas from New Guinea — are as beautiful as any art anywhere on this earth, and 
represent the spiritual, political and emotional lives of people spread over five 
continents and eight millenniums. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/28/arts/design/michael-rockefeller-metropolitan-africa-oceania-americas.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/28/arts/design/michael-rockefeller-metropolitan-africa-oceania-americas.html
https://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-met/collection-areas/the-michael-c-rockefeller-wing


 
The Museum of Primitive Art, in a townhouse on West 54th Street in Manhattan, was founded by Nelson 
A. Rockefeller and opened in 1957. It was devoted to the early arts of the Indigenous cultures of Africa, the 
Americas and Oceania before closing in 1976.Credit...Museum of Primitive Art Records, Visual Resource 
Archive (VRA), Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, The Metropolitan Museum of Art via The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art; Photo by Charles Uht 

 
And for even deeper appreciation, it’s useful to remember the history of such work as it 
has existed in our art museums. Until fairly recently, this art wasn’t here. When, early in 
the 20th century, the Met was given a substantial collection of pre-Columbian art, it 
trucked the material across Central Park to the American Museum of Natural History, 
where, the idea was, it belonged among mineral specimens and dinosaur bones.  
“Primitive” art was an art of no dates, produced by craftsmen (always men) with no 
names, in cultures out of touch with any larger world. 
 
Such thinking was still the rule at most art institutions in the 1950s, when Nelson A. 
Rockefeller, the politician, avid art collector and Met trustee, tried to interest the 
museum in exhibiting his large collection of pre-Columbian and African material. 
 
Failing in his persuasion, he opened in 1957 a museum of his own, calling it the Museum 
of Primitive Art. (The original name, the Museum of Indigenous Art, was rejected for 
fear people would confuse “Indigenous” with “indigent.”) It occupied a modest-size 
townhouse on West 54th Street directly behind the Museum of Modern Art, of which 
Nelson’s mother, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, was a founder. 
 

 
In 1982, the Met incorporated Nelson Rockefeller’s collection and his son Michael Rockefeller’s art from 
the Pacific islands and Australia into a wing designed by Kevin Roche and John Dinkeloo.Credit...Jack 
Manning/The New York Times 



 
A dozen years later — by which time the holdings included a significant gathering of art 
from the Pacific islands and Australia assembled by Rockefeller’s son Michael, a 
budding ethnologist who died in New Guinea in 1961 at age 23 — the Met changed its 
mind. Under its venturesome director Thomas Hoving, it agreed to acquire the 
collection and build a 40,000-square-foot addition to house it. And in 1982 the Michael 
C. Rockefeller Wing opened. 
 
The newly refreshed $70 million version — designed by Kulapat Yantrasast of WHY 
Architecture, in collaboration with Beyer Blinder Belle and the Met’s design department 
— stays within the wing’s original footprint, but shifts the ground plan around. 
A problem with the old configuration was that the Wing didn’t feel organically part of 
the museum. The primary entrance, from the Greek and Roman galleries, brought us 
into the African portion of the collection but also seemed to lead us past it, as if it were a 
roadside attraction to whatever lay beyond. 
 

 
Surrounded and embraced by the creative power of Africa in the entry to the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, 
with clusters of work from many cultures.CreditCredit... 

 
This has wonderfully changed. The main point of entry to the African collection is still 
from the Greek and Roman galleries, but now when we enter, under a high white 
ribbed-arch ceiling, we are in Africa, surrounded and embraced by it. In the center is a 
savanna of wood-carved sculptures, with enfilades of intimate exhibition spaces on 
either side and, leading off to the left, deep into the wing. 
 
And the material installed in these spaces is dizzying in its inventive range, letting you 
know at a glance that there is no single essential “Africa,” but a multitude of individual 
cultures rooted in the continent that we have bundled, through lack of knowledge and 
for political convenience, under that name. And even within those individual cultures, 
the formal and conceptual variety of the art is awesome, as is instantly evident. 
 
In front of you at the entry is a tall wood-carved male figure, one of the first works 
acquired by Nelson Rockefeller around 1958. Made by a Dogon artist in an arid, rocky 
region of Mali between the 14th and 17th centuries, he stands with his long, thin arms 
raised straight up, heavenward. Commandingly? Beseechingly? A label identifies him as 
a priest, but we don’t really know. One thing for certain, the impression he makes as a 
welcoming host to the wing is indelible. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1964/02/02/rockefeller-son-ruled-dead.html


 
Look to his right, and you see a second arresting sight, another male figure, also from 
Mali, but earlier in date and completely different in style and affect. Molded from 
terracotta, it’s seated and seems to be curling protectively in on itself, as if attempting to 
sleep, or meditate or hide. Recent research has led to the speculation that ceramic 
sculptures in this distinctive style, associated with the archaeological site of Jenne-Jeno, 
were made by women. 
 

 
Seated Figure, terracotta, from the Middle Niger civilization (what is now Mali), 13th century. The fluidly 
modeled figure is in a posture that suggests deep contemplation. The artist is unidentified, but women 
were likely responsible for figurative works created as part of this tradition. 

 
And to the left you find the image of yet another Malian, this one wearing a wristwatch 
and dreamily sniffing a flower. It’s a self-portrait by the great Bamako photographer 
Seydou Keïta (1921-2001), whose decades of images of his homeland compatriots 
constitute a kind of ancestral empyrean, a vivid archive of a people, a time and a place. 
(The self-portrait is part of a large cache of African-made photographs recently gifted to 
the Met by the German collector Artur Walther.) 
 
The reinstallation adheres to a format set in this opening selection: clusters of works 
from individual cultures anchored by one or more single outstanding pieces. A 
succession of mini-galleries devoted to Central Africa follows, lined with one 
masterwork after another. A fan-shape Tsesah crest mask that looks like frozen fire. A 
palm oil-saturated Fang female reliquary figure is flexed like a wrestler but plump as a 
baby. (She was once owned by the Parisian painter André Derain, and with her 
geometrically imagined limbs — all swelling tubes — she could well have provided 
master-class training for the likes of Matisse and Picasso.) 
 

https://www.metmuseum.org/press-releases/artur-walther-gift


 
Left, a reliquary guardian figure of the Okak-Fang people (Gabon), 19th to early 20th century, made from 
wood, metal. 

 

 
Left, the reliquary sculptural bust known as the Great Bieri, by a Fang-Betsi artist, 19th century, wood, 
copper alloy, palm oil. 

 
A 19th-century Kongo power figure identified as Mangaaka, an embodiment of 
ferocious, eruptive justice, looms in your path. And in a West African gallery a short 
distance away, an exquisite 16th-century carved ivory face, in the form of a pendant, 
glows like a candle. Carved in what is now Nigeria, and long acknowledged as one of the 
Met’s marquee masterworks, it’s an image of a revered Benin queen named Idia, and 
honors her as both a moral exemplum and a brilliant political strategist. 
 

 
A view facing the Benin gallery in the African wing. In the center is the ivory pendant mask of Queen Idia. 

 



 
From Nigeria, the Queen Mother Pendant Mask, by a 16th-century Edo artist, honors the Benin queen 
Idia. It “glows like a candle,” our critic said. 

 
All along this sculptural route, the air is alive with atmospheric activity: the sound of 
devotional Bwiti harp music recorded in Gabon; the flickering sight, in films, of masks 
being danced. Together these complete the art here by suggesting the world it existed in 
and enriched. The many, varied and fabulous examples of textiles now on view 
throughout the galleries — an innovation of the rethinking — serve the same purpose. 
(You’ll find echoes, by the way, of the colors and patterns in the collection’s silk kente 
cloth wrap from Ghana in the Costume Institute’s current dynamite 
exhibition “Superfine: Tailoring Black Style” upstairs.) 
 

 
Wall painting of the Virgin and Child, possibly Lake Tana region of Ethiopia, circa 1800. Egg tempera on 
cotton canvas. 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/08/arts/design/superfine-black-style-met-costume-institute.html


In the African galleries, the spiritual and secular mingle. This rainbow-hued Book of the Gospels, by a 
Northern Highlands artist in what is now Ethiopia, was made in late 14th to early 15th century, of 
parchment, wood and tempera. 

 
This procession of marvels, in which the spiritual and secular cannot be separated, 
concludes with a chapel-like treasury of Ethiopian liturgical material — a rainbow-hued, 
14th- and 15th- century Book of the Gospels and a timeworn but luminous painting of 
the Virgin and Child are the breath-takers here — after which we transition to other 
cultural worlds, those of Oceania and the Americas. 
  
In the Rockefeller Wing’s original design by Kevin Roche and John Dinkeloo, the 
collection’s three titular categories were laid out in big, solid, side-by-side blocks with 
little or no overflow from one to the next. The Oceania collection, which featured 
towering wood funerary poles carved by Asmat artists of southwest New Guinea, was 
almost entirely contained in what is still the wing’s most dramatic space, a gallery with 
angled floor-to-ceiling windows looking south onto Central Park. 
 
Over time, though, this sunlight-flooded location proved threatening to art made, as 
most Oceanic work is, from light-sensitive materials: wood, fiber, paint. Attempts to 
apply filters to the windows were only partially successful. So with the redesign, a 
portion of the most vulnerable Oceanic art has been moved to new quarters in the wing’s 
interior, and a selection of durable Ancient American objects made of stone, metal and 
ceramic has been brought out into the light. 
 

 
Vista of the Arts of the Ancient Americas, where venerable objects made of stone, metal and ceramic have 
been brought out into the light from Central Park.CreditCredit... 

 
The Art of the Americas display, with its primary entrance across from the museum’s 
Modern and Contemporary galleries, begins with some of the oldest objects in the 
collection. One is a near life-size Olmec head from Mexico cut from sea-green jade and 
dated from 900-400 B.C. Its features look human but also, with catlike eyes, not. 
 
Another is an extraordinary, fragmented ceramic figure made sometime between 200 
B.C. and 400 A.D. in Colombia or Ecuador. It depicts an avidly energetic-looking super-
ager — a shaman? — who seems to occupy nonbinary terrain between genders and 
species. (The figure’s spine resembles an iguana’s tail.) 
 



 
A jadeite face by an Olmec artist, 900-400 B.C.E. 

 

 
A gold Serpent labret, or lip plug, from Mexico, 1325-1521 C.E. 

 
The phenomenon of in-betweenness, which can also mean all-togetherness, is the 
subject of much of this art. A pert bird with human limbs balances like a dancer on 
tiptoe in a Moche ear ornament. 
 
A small, cast-gold snake with an open-mouth grin and a movable tongue serves as a lip-
plug — a prestige ornament — for an Aztec ruler; when the ruler moves, the tongue 
moves as if the snake is speaking for him, or about to strike. 
 
And in two intricately layer-carved Toltec relief panels, the image of an eagle devouring 
a human heart is equally an image of human and avian rule: magnificence and predation 
joined. 
 

 



In the Arts of the Ancient Americas, these exquisitely carved stone Eagle Reliefs by Toltec artists, 900-
1200 C.E., were gifts to the Met from Frederic E. Church, a painter of the Hudson River School, in 1893. 
They depict an eagle biting into a stylized rendering of a human heart. 

 
The eagle reliefs, donated to the Met in 1893 by the Hudson River School painter 
Frederic E. Church — his cinematic “Heart of the Andes” is on permanent view 
elsewhere in the museum — likely once adorned a temple facade. Conceived to catch the 
daily play of sunlight and shadow, they’re ideally situated in their new home in the 
south-facing gallery, which they share with one of the space’s original tenants, an 
Oceanic work too big to fit anywhere else. 
 

 
An Inca artist made this tunic around 1400-1535 C.E., from camelid fiber, on display in the new Andes 
textile gallery, which the Met calls the first of its kind in the United States. 

 
It’s one of the museum’s tours-de-force sights: an 80-foot-long suspended ceiling 
originally composed of some 270 palm-leaf paintings made by some two dozen Kwoma 
artists from the single village of Mariwai in Papua New Guinea. Such ceilings were 
traditionally created for community ritual centers. This one was produced for museum 
display. Commissioned in 1970 by the art historian Douglas Newton, the Met’s first 
curator of Oceanic art, it was shipped to New York and placed in the Met in 1982. For 
the present reinstallation, changes have been made. After consultation with the village, 
paintings of what are considered spiritually restricted imagery have been removed, 
though the impression of rhapsodic energy the ceiling projects remains unchanged. 
 

 
The redesigned wing, by Kulapat Yantrasast of WHY Architecture with Beyer, Blinder, Belle, features a 
Ceremonial House Ceiling by Kwoma artists, Papua New Guinea.CreditCredit... 

 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/10481


The dates alone make it a work of contemporary art; all the artists, whose names are 
recorded, would have agreed with that designation. Yet at least some of the contents of 
the Papuan paintings — plant and animal forms, constellations, clan emblems, spiritual 
insignia — represent histories and philosophies originating far back in time. 
 
It’s good to know that the architectural plan for the next wing to be reimagined, the 
Met’s Tang galleries for Modern and Contemporary Art, due for completion in 2030, 
calls for eliminating the hallway that separates the Rockefeller wing and this new space. 
We will step directly from the new art of one culture (primarily Western) to the new-old 
art of other cultures, much of which has, whether we are aware of it or not, influenced us 
profoundly. 
 
Meanwhile, the bulk of the museum’s Oceanic material has now been repositioned 
within the Rockefeller wing. Much can be found in a string of galleries that cuts 
diagonally across the wing, forming a kind of tidal stream linking the south-facing space 
to a brand-new gallery of similarly monumental scale. 
 

 
Mask (Buk, Krar or Kara cultures), made by a Torres Strait Islander, mid-to-late 19th century, from turtle 
shell, wood, cassowary feathers. 

 
The trip from one to the other is an archipelago journey, with stops in the Torres Strait 
Islands for the sight of a fantastic turtle-shell mask topped with seraphic wings; and in 
New Guinea for an openwork panel chirping and buzzing with the tracery forms of Sepik 
River birds and bugs; and in New Zealand for the Maori artist Fiona Pardington’s grave 
photographic memorial to native species now lost. (Pardington will represent New 
Zealand in the 2026 Venice Biennale.) 
  
The journey concludes (or begins) in a high-domed gallery adjacent to the large 
introductory African space. Here, height means everything. The primary display is the 
cluster of nine 15-foot-tall carved wood Asmat funerary poles acquired in 1961 by 
Michael Rockefeller, who disappeared after his boat capsized off the New Guinea coast 
the same year. 
 



 
A South Seas Ceremonial House Ceiling from pieces of painted sago palm leaf stems. The panels, through 
their designs, are a map of the cosmos, mythical knowledge and clan histories.CreditCredit... 
 

As a wall text notes, such poles, despite their size and their elaborate carvings, were, by 
intention, ephemeral things. They were made in response to emergencies, specifically to 
the deaths — through wars or headhunting raids or sorcery — of community members. 
Once those deaths had been avenged, the poles were moved to the forest to rot. The nine 
examples acquired by Michael Rockefeller were new when he got them, made in the 
1950s, which qualifies them, like the South Seas ceiling, as modern or contemporary 
work. 
 
The organizers of the refreshed Rockefeller galleries — Alisa LaGamma, curator of 
African art and curator in charge of the Wing; Joanne Pillsbury and Laura Filloy Nadal, 
curators of the arts of the Ancient Americas; and Maia Nuku, curator for the arts of 
Oceania — are clearly aware of the cultural pertinence, concrete or symbolic, of the art 
under their care and make an effort to situate the works, ancient or modern in date, on 
an art historical continuum coming up to our own time. 
 

 
A woven body mask by an Asmat artist of southwest New Guinea, mid-20th century, used for ritual feasts 
that celebrate passage of the recently deceased to the ancestral realm. It comprises a wealth of local 
materials including mulberry fiber, rattan, sago palm leaves and bamboo feathers. 

 
You find this in a gallery of rotating short-term exhibitions, the first one devoted to the 
influential Senegalese-born, French-trained painter Iba Ndiaye (1928-2008), whose 
career coincided with the colonial independence movement in Africa, and whose work 
references Indigenous West African art, European modernism and African Islamic 
tradition. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/15/arts/15ndiaye.html


  
You find it in the presence of a 2008 series of large-scale photographs called “African 
Spirits” by the Franco-Cameroonian artist Samuel Fosso, in which he “masks-up” as 
Angela Davis, Martin Luther King Jr., Patrice Lumumba, Kwame Nkrumah, Léopold 
Sédar Senghor, Malcolm X and other heroes of 20th-century Black liberation 
movements. 
 
You find it in informational wall texts and object labels that are straightforward on such 
once-skirted subjects as the reality of institutional slavery within Africa and in the pre- 
and post-conquest Americas. (For the record, there’s also an ultra-discreet reference to 
the repatriation issues that have roiled the art world over the past several years.) 
 

 
The Asmat people of southwest New Guinea honored their ancestors with rituals that reminded the living 
to avenge their deaths. Their towering carved “bis” poles in the Oceania section, circa 1960, incorporate 
ancestor figures and were a focal point for memorial feasts.  

 
You find it in a museum presentation of cultures, formerly known as “primitive,” in 
which artists are no longer treated, by default, as “anonymous.” With the increase in 
research since 1982, a pantheon of historic art stars — Olowe of Ise; Zlan of Belewale, 
Ngongo ya Chintu, formerly known as the Buli Master — has formed and continues to 
expand. 
 
And you find it in the acknowledgment, totally absent in 1982, of the creative power of 
women, aesthetic, social and political. 
 
“We are aware of our kinship with all mankind,” the art historian Robert Goldwater 
wrote in his 1957 introduction to the first catalog of the Museum of Primitive Art. And a 
sense of global kinship is alive in the Met reinstallation, with its equal-time inclusion of 
hundreds of cultures, all in different ways striving for internal balance and pursuing 
spiritual yearnings, and — many more than we once imagined — in productive 
communication across lands and seas. 
 
Again I say, come to savor developing histories and some of the most moving art, old or 
new, you’ll ever see. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/27/arts/design/victoria-reed-museum-of-fine-arts-stolen-artwork.html
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