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We were ten. Perhaps our teachers  
thought: if you satisfy the bloodthirsti-
ness of children, they will be less likely  

to stab each other with compasses during math  
class. This was 1975, at the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Boston. It was the era of disaster movies: ships upside 
down, towering infernos, earthquakes. On the way  
to the mummies, we happened upon Watson and  
the Shark (1778). It’s an odd painting, awful and 
hilarious, an eighteenth-century disaster movie. 
There’s Watson, a naked figure fallen into a city 
harbor, hair streaming behind him. There’s the shark, 
rising up with its awful mouth, getting ready to bite 
off the swimmer’s head. You can tell the painter is 
not overly acquainted with sharks. This one has the 
sensual lips of a movie villain and slanted, prominent 
nostrils. At the same time, the shark is familiar, 
iconic, and it seems almost impossible that John 
Singleton Copley, son of Boston and portraitist  
of Paul Revere, among others, has not seen Jaws. 

We, Miss Capuzzo’s fifth-grade class, had not 
seen Jaws ourselves, but somebody’s cousin had, and 
had related the plot, which had been passed around 
the fifth-grade class like samizdat. When you’re  
a child, this can happen: you can know everything 
about a movie you’ve been forbidden to see; you’ve 
heard so many awful details you’ve made a new movie 
out of rumors and nightmares and jokes. We had all 
seen our own versions of Jaws. Now here it was again. 
We were never going back in the water. 

Watson and the Shark is a disaster movie, but it’s 
also a documentary. When he was sixteen years old, 
Brook Watson went swimming in Havana’s harbor in 
Cuba—that’s why he was naked—when  
he was bitten by a shark. The second bite took off  
his right foot. Watson was rescued, had the leg 
amputated and replaced by a wooden one, and grew 
up to became Lord Mayor of London. It’s an unusual 
subject for the time, an actual event painted 
relatively soon after it occurred, with a character  

Foreword
—
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of African descent depicted with compassion and  
care at the top of the painting’s composition. The 
painting’s an origin story, in other words, of both a 
man and his disability. This moment is the making of 
him. He was the one who had it commissioned.

I’m not even sure that I first saw Watson and the 
Shark on a field trip, though that’s how I remember it. 
My parents did take me to the MFA pretty often. 
Perhaps my feelings of seeing it were so scalding and 
emboldening that I have had to mentally surround 
myself with all of the fifth grade to get at the actual 
feeling. What was that emotion? Uncanny hilarity, 
edged with dread and romance. Disbelief cut with 
overwhelm: there’s too much to understand entirely; 
the artist is keeping me busy. I remember stepping 
back when I first saw the painting, as though if I  
got too close I would be implicated, even caught.  
I would step into the painting and the water would 
close up behind me. It was what I longed for.  
I fought it. I longed for it again. 

I would recognize the painting anywhere, but 
seeing Bob’s version of it for this book brings all that 
hilarity and dread and adds delight, and a feeling of 
having—in the best way—my privacy invaded. I’m  
not sure why. It’s a public painting in a public place,  
and yet it belongs to me. Then again, I’m not sure I’ve 
ever seen a work of art I love in a museum and not 
thought, Mine. Copley’s Watson and the Shark has  
been mine since childhood, and now so is Bob’s.  

All I can say is that certain art—my favorite 
sort—strikes a kind of private, glorious, shameful nerve 
in me, like a homely toy with a music box at its heart 
that plays my favorite tune. 

My footfall still quickens when I’m in the MFA, 
approaching Watson and the Shark, as with any beloved. 
Will I feel the same way? Will I even find it?  The 
museum has remade itself several times in the past 
forty years, and I’m never certain where it is. 

Sometimes I think I was raised in museums— 
art, historical, house, science, tourist—in all those 
rooms, vast and cozy, dining rooms set for dinner, 

7

photorealistic sculptures and tiny watercolors and 
lessons on how to dip candles and recreated séance 
rooms. I love them all. There’s a family story: when my 
grandmother was little, she went with her older brother 
Louis and her older sister Edna to the John Herron  
Art Institute in Indianapolis, and as they looked up at  
a sculpture of a woman pointing down—an allegorical 
statue of a continent, my grandmother thought— 
Louis reached up, took hold of her finger, and snapped 
it off. I swear I can feel that finger in my own hand.  
I’ve been trying to get that finger into fiction but  
never have. Why do I love it? Because though I have 
never stolen or vandalized or touched what I shouldn’t 
in any museum, I understand the impulse. What an 
astonishing thing, to display wonders to the public. 
How much I want to carry a piece home in my fist.  
I will have to settle for this book. 

—�Elizabeth McCracken, author of eight books including 
The Hero of This Book
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I remember my first museum visit, in Washington, 
DC. We stepped into our low wood-paneled 
station wagon that kicked and coughed up loud 

smoke and drove southbound from the South Bronx 
toward this place that was always on TV. Before long, 
the car was filled with secondhand smoke and a talk of 
safety from my dad, which included the danger of 
wearing seatbelts. Plopped on my mother’s lap in the 
front seat was my sister, far too young to have any 
memory of this. While in the back seat my younger 
brother and I had no idea that in another time we 
would have been strapped into place by plastic car 
seats, or risk being prosecuted to the full extent of the 
law. Instead, we had the ability to bounce off the back 
seat in rhythmic unison, for hours, practicing some 
kind of early aerobic exercise we stumbled upon but 
never cashed in on. That was the highlight of our trip. 
Within a few short hours, we would be bored to tears.  

My earliest experience with museums was no 
indication that I would later yearn for that time we 
were once together or that one day in the future I 

would visit as many museums as possible. Just the 
opposite—at the time, I was hoping it would be my last 
museum visit ever. I had never seen so much text in 
my eight years—endless sentences and words carved 
into marble and plaques. In our family, the word 
vacation came after the word teaching, as in teaching 
vacation. Going on vacation was always a master class 
in boredom. In DC, Mom was determined that we, the 
kids, read every plaque on every monument. That 
plan, of course, devolved quickly into mayhem and 
was aborted. Mom sternly announced she would have 
to shoulder the blunt of the reading chores (adding 
inflection for dramatic effect) and got us back in line. 

After each important monument was tackled, the 
last being Lincoln, which to us was just some bearded 
giant from the penny sitting down in an enormous 
chair, we finally made our way to something good.  
We were promised that, at the top of the tall concrete 
tower that looked as if it went into the clouds, we’d be 
able to see our city as well as all the way to Europe.  
As luck would have it, we were told the elevator in  

Introduction
—
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the Washington Monument was busted. There  
would be no fun that day. 

Plan B was to drag ourselves to the Smithsonian 
Institute, which could not have a less fun name to an 
eight-year-old. Exhausted and depleted, we spilled out 
of the last of what felt like forty buildings. Outside, 
we found ourselves, shockingly, in front of the longest 
swimming pool we had ever seen. Was this the hotel 
pool of a HoJo’s or Holiday Inn? No, the pool was in 
front of that concrete tower with the broken elevator. 
No matter, all was forgiven as I removed my sneakers 
and started unbuttoning stuff.  

Wait! What was this? Mom was saying we can’t 
jump in these cool, clear waters, even after all that 
reading? This was just about as much a preteen could 
bear. There was no choice but to do the only sensible 
thing. Lying on the sidewalk screaming, I pinwheeled 
in circles until I was pulled up from the ground.  

But we all know that the purpose of a vacation  
is to relax and have fun. And by fun, that meant,  
to my mom at least, an educational trip that raised 

9

questions and piqued our curiosity about our country’s 
history. And to relax we were bombarded endlessly 
with historical facts and quotes in her Jeopardy voice.  

Alas, I only remember one quote from that  
trip to the capital, and this said by my father that  
very evening in a dining establishment best described  
as a I’m-sure-it’s-long-gone-by-now greasy-spoon, 
“This chicken cutlet tastes like cardboard.”  

And the only question I recall was from my 
six-year-old brother constantly asking, “Are we  
there yet?”

Museums have changed. We’ll always have the 
Louvre in Paris, but now there is a museum for 
everything and everyone. There’s the Museum of Love 
and the Museum of Sex and the Museum of Broken 
Relationships. One can go to the International Banana 
Museum or the National Mustard Museum. Museums 
still teach but can do so in interactive ways by 
incorporating the latest technology that broadens our 
horizons and excites our senses. Museums can take us 
to another world. They can celebrate the past, or even 
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bring closure. They can inspire us and change lives, 
while simultaneously entertaining us. They can save a 
family road trip. 

In North America alone, there are over 38,000 
museums. That’s not counting the upcoming Pickle-
ball Hall of Fame and Museum in Arizona. There are 
over 35,000 museums in the US; 2,000 in Canada; 
and 1,086 in Mexico. If I were to keep up a pace of 
visiting up to three museums a day, which I frequently 
did, it would still take over thirty-one years to visit 
them all. My criteria—a nice way of saying why I  
left out such-and-such a museum—was based on 
historical significance, community importance, level 
of enjoyment, and the beauty of their collection and 
architecture. This book is not intended to rate the 
museums, otherwise I would have taken into account 
the three things travelers are most interested in:  
the museum café, the gift shop, and the bathrooms.  

I did my best to represent different regions in 
North America but some locations are blessed with  
an inordinate number of exceptional museums. 

(Massachusetts has over 800 museums, the most  
of any US state per square mile.) I hope that 
museums like DEVIL-ish Little Things Museum 
(located in an old church in Vancouver, Washington, 
and which welcomes visitors by appointment only) 
don’t hold it against me that I didn’t mention them  
in my book and put a curse on me. If I tried to include 
every interesting museum, this book would have 
wound up in the Brautigan Library, a collection of  
only unpublished manuscripts—inspired by Richard 
Brautigan’s The Abortion: An Historical Romance 1966, 
a novel about a library with such a collection that  
no one is allowed to visit.  

I was contemplating the best way to wrap up  
this introduction, but I think it’s best we start our 
journey. Because the most important question, to 
everything in life, is “Are we there yet?”  

10 11

C H A P T E R  O N E

ACADEMIA & SCIENCE
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This is a one-of-a-kind collection of antique aromatic materials with more than two 
hundred natural essences derived from fruits, fl owers, trees, grasses, and animals. 
Highlights include a jeweled pomander from 1790, drawers of raw botanical materials, 
and the little ambergris cathedral. 

At the start of each tour of the museum, you are given fi ve scent strips to dip into 
your favorite perfume oils and take home as souvenirs, as well as a piece of wool. According 
to curator Mandy Aftel, “All you need to do is breathe in deeply three times through the 
wool strip. It works as an olfactory palette cleanser.”  

Aftel Archive of Curious Scents 
—

B E R K E L E Y,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 7 
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The Explorers Club is a meeting place for explorers and scientists around the world with 
the New York City location as its headquarters and museum. Members have included 
President Herbert Hoover, Teddy and Kermit Roosevelt, Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin,  
and Amelia Earhart. The thirty-four chapters in the United States hold lectures, monthly 
dinners, publish newsletters, and organize expeditions and educational events.  

There are highlights displayed throughout the club: a man-eating tiger from Nepal 
that ate forty-nine people in 1968, delivered to the club by mail; a polar bear; the Henson 
and Peary sledge from the North Pole discovery expedition of 1909; the bullwhip 
belonging to Roy Chapman Andrews (real-life prototype for 
the character of Indiana Jones); and the club flag that has 
been to both the highest and the lowest points on Earth and 
everywhere in between, awarded to expeditions which have 
garnered important scientific results. 

Explorers Club 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 0 4

14
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Greenfield Village 
—

D E A R B O R N ,  M I C H I G A N  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 6

Also known as the Henry Ford Museum of American Innovation and as the Edison 
Institute, this museum complex is the largest indoor-outdoor museum in the United 
States with nearly two million visitors a year. It is on the National Register of Historic 
Places and designated a National Historic Landmark. 

Highlights include the Wright Brothers’ bicycle shop, President John F. Kennedy’s 
limousine, President Abraham Lincoln’s chair from Ford’s Theatre, Thomas Edison’s 
laboratory, and the Rosa Parks bus. 

Replica of the 1903 Wright Flyer Incandescent lamp, 1929, Thomas Edison16
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This is America’s largest museum of medical history. The Mütter Museum of The 
College of Physicians of Philadelphia started as a donation from surgeon Thomas 
Dent Mütter, MD (1811–1859), who wanted to improve medical education. It displays 
anatomical specimens, models, and medical instruments to understand the mysteries 
and beauty of the human body and has been featured on countless television programs 
and specials and two best-selling books. 

Highlights include endless jars of wet specimens, wax models, the Dr. Benjamin 
Rush Medicinal Plant Garden, and slides of Albert Einstein’s brain. 

Mütter Museum 
—

P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  P E N N S Y L V A N I A  ·  E S T.  1 8 6 3

18
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C H A P T E R  T W O

CULTURE 
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The Brooklyn Museum is one of the oldest and largest museums in the United States 
(560,000 square feet and over a half a million objects) and a pioneer in art education and 
community participation. Its collections focus on the artistic heritage of world cultures, 
like Egyptian and African art, ranging from paintings to sculpture.  

The museum’s history began from an apprentice’s library in Brooklyn Heights in 1823. 
That library merged and became the Brooklyn Institute in 1843, showing paintings and 
sculptures. In 1890 it was reorganized as the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences and 
began planning for the establishment of the Brooklyn Museum. 
The original architectural plans in 1895 would have made the 
Brooklyn Museum the largest museum in the world. 

Museum highlights include its diversity in representing 
cultures from around the world. It has a major collection of Asian 
art dating back to 4000 BCE, the largest collection of Claude 
Monet outside of France, the world’s most acclaimed collection of 
nineteenth-century American art, and the largest collection of 
Egyptian Old Kingdom objects in the world. Artists of note in their 
collection include Edward Hopper, Judy Chicago, Edgar Degas, 
Georgia O’Keeffe, Max Weber, Winslow Homer, and Mark Rothko. 
Another highlight is the museum’s location—between the Brooklyn 
Botanic Garden and the Brooklyn Library. 

Brooklyn Museum 
—

B R O O K L Y N ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 8 9 7

22 OY/YO, 2015, Deborah Kass
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The castle served as the home of the Mexican president until 1939, and now houses  
the famous Museo Nacional de Historia. It includes a fantastic collection of historic art, 
jewelry, murals, sculptures, and maritime hardware.  

The highlight is the unparalleled views of the city from the castle. Explorer James F.  
Elton wrote the views “can’t be surpassed in beauty in any part of the world.” Located  
at a height of 2,325 meters above sea level, this is the only museum in this book that 
provides a solid aerobic workout. The hill was a sacred place for Aztecs. Tours can be 
booked or you can hire someone outside the castle and negotiate your price. 

Chapultepec Castle 
—

M E X I C O  C I T Y,  M E X I C O  ·  B U I L T  1 7 8 5  T O  1 8 6 4  ·  E S T.  1 9 4 4

Niños Heroes, 1967, Gabriel Flores Garcia 
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International Tennis Hall of Fame 
—

N E W P O R T,  R H O D E  I S L A N D  ·  E S T.  1 9 5 4

The International Tennis Hall of Fame was the site of the first United States National  
Lawn Tennis Championships in 1881 (which grew into the US Open in Flushing, New 
York). The grounds include twenty tennis courts, including thirteen grass courts. Along 
with the buildings, they make up the most regal of any tennis club in North America  
and rival Wimbledon.  

A highlight is the large state-of-the-art interactive museum documenting the first 
days of the sport to modern tennis today. Another highlight is what they call a “Kings 
Court,” first played by monks and kings in religious buildings and courtyards. These courts 
bear little resemblance to a tennis court today and date back to 1538. It’s not so much  
a tennis court but an off-kilter rectangular-shaped room with surprising slopes and angles. 
The racquet used is small and curved. The ball is handmade with horsehair and cork.  
These balls are heavier and can bounce off walls and windows and still be in play. The net  
is intentionally drooping over a “moat” in the center of the court but 
there are also small nets surrounding the asymmetrical court. 
There are only eleven such courts in North America, as 
they cost approximately $3 million to make. What makes 
these courts even more special is that visitors can rent 
them with equipment and play this ancient game here  
at the museum. 

 Bowed racquets for Royal Court Tennis 
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Met Cloisters
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 8

Located in Fort Tryon Park on the northern tip of Manhattan, 
the Met Cloisters is part of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
but provide a different, tranquil experience. The collection  
of medieval artwork is showcased inside four monasteries that 
were shipped stone by stone from France and reconstructed 
into an integrated whole over five years by American sculptor 
and art dealer George Grey Barnard, who bought the four 

abbeys in 1913. Financier and philanthropist John D. Rockefeller Jr. bought the 66.5- 
acre site in 1930 and also donated items for the new museum’s collection, including 
purchasing Barnard’s collection. Other major donors were art dealer Joseph Brummer and 
industrialist J. P. Morgan, founder of the Morgan Library & Museum.

Highlights certainly include the twelfth-century walrus-ivory 
Cloisters Cross and the renown The Hunt of the Unicorn tapestries (the 
subject of my college thesis). But the real stars are the museum’s three 
medieval outdoor gardens. . .and their sweeping views of the Hudson 
River. On May 10, 1938, the Cloisters opened “in a picturesque setting, 
which stimulates imagination and creates a receptive mood for 
enjoyment.” Rockefeller bought several hundred acres of the New 
Jersey Palisades, which he donated to the state to preserve the view 
from the museum.

The Unicorn Tapestries, ca. 1500 
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Mob Museum 
—

L A S  V E G A S ,  N E V A D A  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 2

This 1933 former US post office and federal courtroom was bought by the city of Las Vegas  
in 2002 for $1, with the condition it be used for something cultural. . . like a museum. Ten years 
and $42 million later, leading museum designer Dennis Barrie (International Spy Museum and 
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame) created an immersive, engaging mob museum, which 
serenades visitors with Frank Sinatra singing “New York, New York” upon arriving. 

Officially the National Museum of Organized Crime and Law Enforcement, this bilingual 
museum tells a bold and surprisingly compelling visual story of the war between the mob and 
the Feds. The museum’s mission statement is “to advance the public understanding of 
organized crime’s history and impact on American society.” 

Dice roller from the 1920s 
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National Comedy Center 
—

J A M E S T O W N ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 8

Designated the United States’ official cultural institution dedicated to comedy, this American 
museum is based in Lucille Ball’s hometown of Jamestown, New York. Comedy royalty  
has been involved directly and indirectly with memorabilia and donations from comedians  
like: Dan Aykroyd, the Smothers Brothers, Lenny Bruce, Johnny Carson, Lucille Ball and  
Desi Arnaz, Carol Burnett, George Carlin, Andy Kaufman, Harpo Marx, Jerry Seinfeld, Betty 
White, and Lily Tomlin. The center’s advisory board includes Paula Poundstone, W. Kamau 
Bell, Laraine Newman, Tiffany Haddish, Jim Gaffigan, Amy Poehler, Rain Pryor, Robin &  
Alan Zweibel, and many more.  

Highlights include an interactive comedy karaoke stage, Jerry Seinfeld’s puffy shirt,  
and Joan Rivers’s catalog of sixty-five thousand jokes. For some, the highlight will be the 
downstairs Blue Room featuring comedy’s raciest material. 

Joan Rivers
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National Museum of African  
American History and Culture 

—

W A S H I N G T O N ,  D C  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 6

This is the only museum in the country devoted exclusively to the documentation of African American life, 
history, and culture. After decades of efforts to highlight the contributions of African Americans dating back  
to 1915, it was established by an act of Congress in 2003. It opened as the nineteenth museum of the Smithsonian 
Institution on September 24, 2016. It was ranked as the fourth-most-visited Smithsonian Museum  
in its first full year of operation. 

Highlights include the 350,000-square-foot building, of which architect David Adjaye was the lead designer. 
It’s placed adjacent to the National Mall across from the Washington Monument. It is five stories high above 
ground and five below.  

“�The hole in the ground was several stories deep, more than three hundred feet wide and at least five hundred feet long. 
Temporary walls had recently gone up around the spot where the long-awaited National Museum of African American 
History and Culture was going to be built. Lonnie Bunch [Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, the first African 
American to serve as head] recalled standing on the edge of that hole one weekend, looking down at a steady stream of 
liquid. He pictured water seeping into galleries filled with precious artifacts. Exhibit designers had persuaded Smithsonian 
officials to dig an additional forty-five feet to create a more dramatic exhibit space, where the ceiling reached more than 
fifty feet high. From his time working at the National Air and Space Museum, Bunch knew people ‘really loved those 
moments to get intimate with large objects.’ He and the other curators had already found a Jim Crow–era Pullman rail 
car and a Tuskegee airplane to display. But now they needed to stop the water coming in. The museum sits on what was 
once the south bank of Tiber Creek, which was filled in late in the nineteenth century. Architects and engineers came up 
with a solution—erecting a kind of giant underground bathtub around the museum to help divert water.”  

—Annys Shin, Washington Post, 2016 
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Neon Museum  
—

L A S  V E G A S ,  N E V A D A  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 6

The Neon Museum is dedicated to collecting, preserving, and studying iconic Las Vegas 
signs, reminding us how beautiful old Vegas once was. It is part of Vegas’s cultural corridor 
(which also includes the Natural History Museum and the Old Las Vegas Mormon Fort 
Park) and is a member of Museums for All, which allows for free or reduced admission. 

The crown jewel of the collection is the sign from the old Moulin Rouge designed by 
Betty Willis in 1955. Willis was a legendary female sign designer in a male-dominated 
field, a trailblazer best known for the iconic “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign at the 
end of the Strip, which in 2009 was listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas, 1959, Betty Willis 
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Shelburne Museum 
—

S H E L B U R N E ,  V E R M O N T  ·  E S T.  1 9 4 7

The Shelburne Museum is spread out in thirty-nine different structures across forty-five 
acres, each filled with beautiful, whimsical examples of American history, art, and design. 
The museum’s collection includes everything from the first Monet in America to an 
articulated squirrel cage. Subjects range from French Impressionist paintings to historic 
New England architecture and American folk art, including duck decoys, trade signs, circus 
animals, dolls, furniture, pottery, quilts, and weather vanes. The museum offers special 
exhibitions, events, and educational programs. 

Highlights include a one-room schoolhouse, a lighthouse, a jail, a general store,  
the covered bridge, and the 220-foot steamboat USS Ticonderoga (which was declared  
a National Historic Landmark in 1964).  

Electra Havemeyer Webb founded the Shelburne 
Museum to collect everyday objects that people were 
using—not just things that were thought of as art.  
In 1967 the museum opened the Electra Havemeyer 
Webb Memorial Building, with the interior a re-
creation of six rooms from Mrs. Webb’s 1930s Park 
Avenue apartment in New York City. It includes  
a world-renowned collection of French Impressionist 
masterpieces and is a piece of New York City  
in Vermont. 

Vintage squirrel cage
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Academy Museum of Motion Pictures 
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  2 0 2 1

This new expansive facility is the largest museum in the United States devoted to the silver 
screen. This includes costumes, posters, film reels, screenplays, and movie props. Exhibits 
will include addressing challenging industry issues like Black Lives Matter, 
climate change, #MeToo, sexism in animation, and a permanent gallery of 
Hollywood’s Jewish pioneers. 

Highlights include Dorothy’s ruby slippers and the Tin Man’s oilcan 
from The Wizard of Oz (1939), the shark from Jaws (1975), the tablets from 
The Ten Commandments (1956), the cape worn by Bela Lugosi in Dracula 
(1931), and a full schedule of historical movie screenings in a one-
thousand-seat spherical theater. 

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

ENCYCLOPEDIC
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Art Institute of Chicago 
—

C H I C A G O ,  I L L I N O I S   ·  E S T.  1 8 7 9

One of the oldest and largest art museums in the United States, it hosts, on average, 
1.5 million people a year. The permanent collection consists of nearly three hundred 
thousand works of art.  

Highlights include Georges Seurat’s A Sunday on La Grande Jatte, Pablo Picasso’s  
The Old Guitarist, Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks, and America’s Mona Lisa—Grant Wood’s 
American Gothic, a painting that has been parodied, 
redrawn, and repurposed more than any other 
American piece of work since it came in third place 
at the 1930 Art Institute of Chicago Annual and 
acquired for its collection.  

American Gothic, 1930, Grant Wood  
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The Columbus Museum of Art is on the list of National Register of Historic Places and 
includes some of the best late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American and 
European art. The museum houses the largest collections of works by Columbus-born 
artists Aminah Brenda Lynn Robinson, Elijah Pierce, and George Bellows.  

Highlights include Cubist paintings by Pablo Picasso, works by Paul Cézanne, Mary 
Cassatt, Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, Edgar Degas, Henri Matisse, Claude Monet, and 
Norman Rockwell. The museum’s most iconic piece is Morning Sun by Edward Hopper.  

Columbus Museum of Art 
—

C O L U M B U S ,  O H I O  ·  E S T.  1 8 7 8

Sunflower, 2021, Christopher Ries 
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Well known for its architecture, hilltop gardens, and views overlooking Los Angeles, the Richard Meier–designed 
center is entered by a tram. It is one of two locations of the J. Paul Getty Museum. The other location is the Getty 
Villa in the Pacific Palisades. Here, the Getty displays pre-twentieth-century European paintings, drawings, 
illuminated manuscripts, and photographs from the 1830s through present day. 

The artwork that most people seek out is Vincent van Gogh’s Irises and the Central Garden designed by artist 
Robert Irwin. But the crown jewel is Meier’s architecture.  

Getty Center 
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 7
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The Met has over two million works and is the largest art museum in the Western Hemisphere. 
The collection includes classical antiquity; ancient Egypt; paintings and sculptures from nearly 
all the European masters; African, Asian, Oceanian, Byzantine, and Islamic art, as well as  
a vast collection of modern art; and an encyclopedic array of musical instruments, fashion and 
costumes, furniture, stained glass, drawings, prints, vases, photography, and antique weapons 
and armor from around the world. There is also a roof garden that overlooks New York City’s 
Central Park and showcases a different artist every summer. The museum has major drawings 
by Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, and Rembrandt, as well as prints and etchings by 
Anthony van Dyck, Albrecht Dürer, and Edgar Degas. In 1986, the Met was designated  
a National Historic Landmark for its monumental architecture and cultural importance. 

Popular favorites include the Temple of Dendur, Jules Bastien Lepage’s Joan of Arc, the 
stained-glass Autumn Landscape by Tiffany Studios, the whole nineteenth-century French 
landscape painters section, and the Met gift shop. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 8 7 0
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National Museum of Anthropology 
—

M E X I C O  C I T Y,  M E X I C O  ·  E S T.  1 9 6 4

The Museo Nacional de Antropología is the national museum of Mexico and has the world’s 
largest collection of ancient Mexican art. The museum has twenty-three rooms for exhibits 
and is almost twenty acres including the grounds and gardens. 

A major highlight is El Paraguas, the emblematic raining umbrella installation in the 
central courtyard. 

“�When renowned archaeologist Francisco González Rul was visiting the construction of the 
National Museum of Anthropology in 1962, several archaeological pieces were found here: 
pieces of plates, pots, obsidian glass, and a fragment of white coral. He wrote, ‘A great 
coincidence that people of that time occupied the land where, in some distant future, such 

significant samples of the cultural legacy of the 
country’s inhabitants would be deposited.’” 

—�Jorge Ruvalcaba Salazar, deputy director  
of cultural promotion

Maya Chac-Mool from 
Chichen Itza, ca. 1000 CE 
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Peabody Essex Museum 
—

S A L E M ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 7 9 9

The Peabody Essex is the oldest operating museum in America. Founded by Salem sea captains 
who had sailed beyond either the Cape of Good Hope or Cape Horn, this beautiful museum 
initially inspired me to create a book on museums. 

Highlights are the Chinese House, the Asian art galleries, and the maritime art wing. 

Soundsuit, 2013, Nick Cave 
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Philadelphia Museum of Art 
—

P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  P E N N S Y L V A N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 2 8

The museum has over 240,000 pieces of art and includes the Rodin Museum, containing 
one of the largest collections of sculptor Auguste Rodin’s works outside Paris. The Ruth 
and Raymond G. Perelman Building houses exhibitions, offices, and labs. 

Highlights from the collection include Pablo Picasso’s Nous autres musiciens (Three 
Musicians), After the Bath by Edgar Degas, and Fifty Days at Iliam by Cy Twombly, and  
the museum’s special collection of master sculptor, Rodin.   

At the Moulin Rouge: The Dance, 1890,  
Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec 
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Smithsonian Institution  
—

W A S H I N G T O N ,  D C  ·  E S T.  1 8 4 6

The Smithsonian Institution is the world’s largest museum, education, and research 
complex. It is part of twenty-one museums and galleries and includes the National Zoo.  
It’s so large that a couple of the specific areas of discipline are focused on separately  
in this book. The Smithsonian was established by Englishman James Smithson (1765–
1829) under the name of the Smithsonian Institution for, in his words, “the increase  
and diffusion of knowledge.”

The most popular items may be the over two-hundred-year old flag, “The Star-
Spangled Banner,” the 1902 Wright Brothers flyer, the 3.5-billion-year-old fossil, the 
Apollo lunar landing module, or Archie Bunker’s chair, but the cutest thing is the 
Smithsonian’s panda cam.  

Panda cam 
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Soumaya Museum 
—

M E X I C O  C I T Y,  M E X I C O  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 4

A private museum created by Carlos Slim Helú, Museo Soumaya is the most visited 
museum in Mexico. It has over sixty-six thousand pieces of art, with a majority being 
fifteenth- to twentieth-century Europe, as well as Mexican art, religious relics, and 
historical documents and claims that total over $700 million in value. The museum 
contains the world’s largest collection of pre-Hispanic and colonial-era coins. Well-
represented artists include Auguste Rodin, Salvador Dalí, Pablo Picasso, Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir, Joan Miró, Vincent van Gogh, Henri Matisse, Claude Monet, and Tintoretto.  

The highlight is the new building that was completed in 2011, a work 
of art in itself. The architect, Fernando Romero, was dedicated to using 
supplies manufactured in Mexico. A parametric steel and aluminum 

exterior gives the building its deflated-soccer-ball appearance  
and provides twenty thousand square meters of exhibition  
space among five floors, as well as an auditorium, café, offices, 

gift shop, and lobby.  

The Thinker, 1904, Auguste Rodin
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Baltimore Museum of Art 
—

B A L T I M O R E ,  M A R Y L A N D  ·  E S T.  1 9 1 4

For more than one hundred years, the Baltimore Museum of Art has been a highly respected institute around the 
world. Housing ninety-five thousand objects, including over one thousand works by Henri Matisse and eighteen 
thousand French pieces of mid-nineteenth-century art, it is regarded as “among the greatest single holding of 
French art in the country,” many from the George A. Lucas Collection. 

The Cone Collection is considered the highlight of the museum. Baltimore sisters Claribel and Etta Cone 
amassed one of the most important collections of modern art and then gifted it to the museum in 1949. Their 
prized collection includes works by Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, Paul Cézanne, Edgar Degas, Paul Gauguin, 
Vincent van Gogh, and Pierre-Auguste Renoir. 

“�On a train ride back to Florence, I was in a cabin with an old English couple. The gentleman, Mike, asked, ‘What did  
you like about Venice?’ I told him the light was just like Turner’s paintings. Mike bolted upright, ‘Turner’s my man! In 1964 
I took the train from Bristol to London just for an exhibition of his paintings.’ 

A few weeks later when I returned to New York I wrote notes to 
Mike but no word. A month later I got a note from England. Mike had 
passed away a week after that train ride. We knew each other for only  
an hour, but it was a gut punch. Three years later there was a Turner 
exhibition at the Baltimore Museum of Art. I realized that the train  
from NYC to Baltimore would be about the same length as the Bristol  
to London trip, so I decided to get a train ticket and took the trip in  
honor of Mike.” 

—Benjamin Wolf, cinematographer  

Detroit Institute of Arts   
—

D E T R O I T,  M I C H I G A N  ·  E S T.  1 9 2 7

Located in Midtown Detroit, the Detroit Institute of Arts has over one hundred galleries, sixty-five thousand 
pieces of work, and covers 658,000 square feet, making it one of the largest art collections in the United States. 
It’s encyclopedic collection spans from ancient Egypt to contemporary art. 

One highlight is their Performing Arts Collection, which contains more than ten thousand original film and 
theater photographs, posters, and ephemera from all over the world dating back to the early 1900s. 

“�My father saw an ad in the newspaper regarding an exhibit at the Detroit Institute of Arts of a man called Vincent van 
Gogh. [My father] worked for Fisher Body as a wood model maker. He sometimes stood for twelve hours on a wooden leg 
working overtime to support our family of ten. But he took me to the exhibit so I could see the work of a man who was  
a master of impressionism. He loved the farm scenes painted by Van Gogh. He was an Iowa farm boy before his war injury 
and missed farming. It wasn’t long before a Van Gogh print was hanging in our home. This was a special day for father and 
daughter and I was so touched he took the time to do this with me.”

—Janet Poeppe Bertling, retired nurse 

69
Rain, Steam, and Speed—The Great Western Railway, 

1844, J. M. W. Turner  
Diver and Octopus, 1903,  

Walter E. Deaves 
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National Gallery of Art
—

W A S H I N G T O N ,  D C  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 7

Located on the National Mall, and including the National Gallery of Art Sculpture Garden, it is considered  
one of the greatest museums in the world. Among the top three most visited museums in the United States,  
it is the only one that is free. The museum’s mission statement is simply, “Of the nation and for all the people.” 
It displays works of some of the greatest artists of all time, including Pablo Picasso, Diane Arbus, Henri 
Matisse, Theaster Gates, Jackson Pollock, Eva Gonzalès, Andy Warhol, Alice Neel, Joan Miró, Jan Vermeer, 
Rembrandt, Claude Monet, Vincent van Gogh, Titian, and Raphael. TripAdvisor suggests budgeting two  
to three hours to visit. A more accurate estimate would be two to three months.  

Highlights include the only painting by Leonardo da Vinci in the Americas and sculptor Alexander 
Calder’s largest mobile. 

“�My brother and I had been let loose by our wives inside the 
National Gallery. We found in the East Building, The Lackawanna 
Valley by George Inness—Scranton as it was 160 years ago.  
We pointed all over the canvas. That clump of trees . . . the 
Electric City Building. . . that patch of dirt?. . . the Greyhound 
Station. . .A security guard marched over and scolded us,  
‘You boys are going to have to back off.’ ‘Sorry,’ I frowned,  
‘we live there.’ The guard folded his arms, ‘Not in that painting, 
you don’t.’” 

—Bear Savo, former auctioneer 

Seattle Art Museum 
—

S E A T T L E ,  W A S H I N G T O N  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 3

The Seattle Art Museum has three components: the main museum downtown, the Seattle Asian Art  
Museum in Volunteer Park, and the Olympic Sculpture Park on the Seattle waterfront.  

Highlights include paintings by twentieth-century American artists Jacob Lawrence and Mark Tobey  
and the museum’s large collection of Aboriginal Australian art. Another highlight is walking the vibrant 
sculpture park along the Seattle waterfront.    

“�Every weekend my very pretty coworker Tonja would frequent one of Seattle’s museums, like the Seattle Art 
Museum or the Seattle Olympic Sculpture Park or Burke Museum, in search of cultural enlightenment and  
a husband. She would saddle up to an appealing museumgoer and strike up a conversation. After six months  
she met an art lover that exhibited potential and one month 
later they were engaged. Today she is happily married with two 
children. Not sure if she takes the kids to museums.” 

—Catherine Widmark, chief audit executive 

71The Lackawanna Valley, 1856, George Inness 
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

FINE ARTS 
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American Visionary Art Museum 
—

B A L T I M O R E ,  M A R Y L A N D  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 5

American Visionary Art Museum (AVAM) specializes in outsider art. Baltimore granted the land to the museum 
under the condition it would remove the pollution from the copper paint factory and whiskey warehouse that  
was there previously. Congress has designated it America’s national museum for self-taught art.  

The one-acre campus contains sixty-seven thousand square feet of exhibits, features three floors of space,  
the Tall Sculpture Barn, the Wildflower Garden, and the Jim Rouse Visionary Center. The museum uses guest 
curators for its shows and focuses on themed exhibitions with titles like Wind in Your Hair and High on Life. The 
museum’s founder, Rebecca Alban Hoffberger, ran AVAM “pretty un-museumy” and, at the time of its 1995 
opening, rejected academic scholarship and museum “tradition,” reportedly upsetting prominent members of  
the art world. But the museum has since won the support of collectors, critics, and the public.  

AVAM has a long list of programs to service the community. Several of AVAM’s 
full-time employees were hired directly from local homeless shelters. The outside 
murals were created by members of AVAM’s youth-at-risk and youth-incarcerated 
mosaic apprenticeship program. In 2010, AVAM started an after-school program 
giving students access to the museum’s collections and art workshops. AVAM  
was also the site of Steps for the Cure, a breast cancer awareness fundraiser. 

Highlights include the parade of art cars at Baltimore’s Artscape event 
every July. 

Guest curators have included Simpsons creator Matt Groening and Ariana 
Huffington. For the exhibit Race, Class, Gender ≠ (Do Not Equal) Character  
in 2006, the curators were Rosie O’Donnell and Archbishop Desmond Tutu. 

The first person to enter AVAM on opening day in 1995 was the Black 
visionary matchstick artist Gerald Hawkes.

74 Fifi, 2001, Theresa Segreti
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Bainbridge Island Museum 
—

B A I N B R I D G E  I S L A N D ,  W A S H I N G T O N  ·  E S T.  J U N E  2 0 1 3

The Bainbridge Island Museum of Art is a fast-growing museum situated as the gateway  
to Bainbridge Island and the Olympic Peninsula, showcasing contemporary art and craft  
of the Puget Sound. It’s a popular destination for locals or day-trippers from Seattle  
for exhibitions, museum classes, tours, films, workshops, lectures, concerts, and events. 

Highlights include the Artists’ Book Collection and the Sherry Grover Gallery that 
houses over three thousand artist books from artists around the world, and it continues  
to add to its collection.  
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The Broad 
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 5

Named for the philanthropists Eli and Edythe Broad, who financed the creation of the 
museum, the Broad houses nearly two thousand pieces of contemporary art. The Broad 
Foundations have assets of $3 billion and have provided over five hundred museums  
and university galleries worldwide with more than 8,700 loans of artwork since 1984. 
Mr. Broad died at the age of eighty-seven in 2021. He is survived by his wife, Edythe,  
who continues this vision of work.  

Highlights include Jeff Koons, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Roy Lichtenstein, and Andy 
Warhol. Plus, the largest worldwide collection—129—of Cindy Sherman photographs. 

Untitled (Skull), 1981, Jean-Michel Basquiat 
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Clark Art Institute 
—

W I L L I A M S T O W N ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S   ·  E S T.  1 9 5 5

The Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute is the only museum where world-class 
masterpieces share a space with over 140 acres of hiking trails, meadows, and pastural cows. 
It is home to one of the largest art history libraries in the United States, a research program 
with international fellowships, and a graduate program in art history. The Clark conducts a 
beekeeping initiative on campus with over two hundred thousand bees. The honey is available 
in their museum store. 

Highlights include the John Singer Sargent and Winslow Homer collections, the Rodin 
sculptures, and the one-acre reflecting pool. 

Founder Robert “Sterling” Clark was an heir to the Singer Sewing 
Machine* fortune and an American art collector, horse breeder, and 
philanthropist. Following service in the US Army, Clark conducted a 
scientific expedition to China in the early 1900s, creating the first 
recorded cartography and photographic documentation of the rural 
villages and towns just below the Great Wall. His brother, Stephen, 
established the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1936 in response to 
increasing tourism to Cooperstown during the Great Depression.  

—
*�Coincidentally or not, Clark had many Renoirs, Boldinis, and Millets in his collection—
paintings of women doing all types of needlework. 

Fumée d’Ambre Gris (Smoke of Ambergris),  
1880, John Singer Sargent 
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Frick Collection 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 5

The Frick originally started in the home of Henry Clay Frick as a high-quality collection of old masters and fine 
furniture and became one of the preeminent small art museums in the United States. Housed in nineteen galleries 
of varying size within the former Frick residence, the Frick Collection has a typical annual attendance of 275,000 
to 300,000. The Frick Art Reference Library (est. 1920) and mansion (built 1914) were distinguished as a 
National Historic Landmark in 2008.  

Highlights include its Gilded Age art collection, with some of the best-known paintings by major European 
artists as well as numerous works of sculpture, porcelain, eighteenth-century French furniture, Limoges enamel, 
and textiles from throughout the world. Another highlight for visitors is a view of the Grand Staircase. The Grand 

Staircase has been blocked off from the public by a silken cord since 
the museum opened in 1935. The mystique of the unviewable 

upstairs floor will finally end with the completion (planned for 
2024) of the museum turning the private living quarters 

on this floor into galleries. 

left: Thomas Cromwell, 1532, Hans Holbein the Younger
center: St. Jerome, 1590–1600, El Greco

right: Sir Thomas More, 1527, Hans Holbein the Younger 
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lACMA
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 1 0

The Los Angeles County Museum of Art is the largest art museum in the western part of 
the United States. One million visitors attend annually to engage with the 150,000 works 
that span a historical period covering six thousand years.  

Highlights include works by Man Ray, Cindy Sherman, Willem de Kooning, Joan Miro, 
Jasper Johns, Frank Stella, Titian, Bernardo Strozzi, Paul Cézanne, Pablo Picasso, Georgia 
O’Keeff e, Rembrandt, and Edgar Degas. Its most famous exhibit was the treasures of King 
Tut in 1978 and again in 2005.

Urban Light, 2008, Chris Burden 
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Maryhill Museum of Art 
—

G O L D E N D A L E ,  W A S H I N G T O N  ·  E S T.  1 9 4 0

Maryhill Museum of Art is one of the most fascinating destinations in the Pacific Northwest, a Beaux 
Arts–style building on a 5,300-acre site that overlooks the scenic Columbia River Gorge. Maryhill is 
often said to have an “eclectic” collection. It was conceived in 1917 as an institution “for the betterment 
of French art in the Far Northwest of America.” It’s four founding patrons were a group of unlikely 
friends that included Sam Hill (entrepreneur), Queen Marie of Romania (granddaughter of Queen 
Victoria), Alma de Bretteville Spreckels (San Francisco philanthropist), and Loïe Fuller (modern 
dancer). Together, in 1917, they convinced Sam Hill to turn his home into a museum (which opened to 
the public in 1940). In addition to European and American fine and decorative arts, Maryhill is home  
to Romanian palace furniture and folk textiles, Russian and Greek religious icons, and art by Indigenous 
peoples of North America. It was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974 and in 
2001 listed as an official site of the Lewis & Clark National Historic Trail. 

Museum highlights include eighty works by Auguste Rodin, artifacts from Queen Marie of Romania, unique 
chess sets from around the world, and nine Théâtre de la Mode stage sets. Its life-size Stonehenge Memorial  

was made as a symbol to the human sacrifice of war, the earliest  
World War I war memorial in North America.

Théâtre de la Mode mannequin Replica of Stonehenge 
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The Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art is in a former print factory building complex and is one of  
the largest centers for contemporary visual art and performing arts in the United States. It consists of twenty-six 
buildings and encompasses about a quarter of a million square feet of exhibition space. The museum is the subject 
of the 2018 documentary Museum Town. 

Highlights include the virtual-experience installations by avant-garde artist and film director Laurie Anderson, 
the Anselm Kiefer Building, and the comprehensive archive of Sol LeWitt’s body of work (1968–2007) that  
is spread out over twenty-seven thousand square feet. Don’t miss the alien spaceship (The Library of the Sun, 
2006–2010, Michael Oatman) that crashed atop the Boiler House (which is in an ominous sound installation). 
Visitors are welcomed at the front entrance by a row of trees hanging upside down (Tree Logic, 1999, Natalie 
Jeremijenko).  

MASS MoCA 
—

N O R T H  A D A M S ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 9

The Knitting Machine, 2005, Dave Cole 

Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   90-91Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   90-91 10/26/23   11:07 AM10/26/23   11:07 AM



92

Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   92-93Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   92-93 10/26/23   11:07 AM10/26/23   11:07 AM



94

The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) is considered one of the largest and most influential 
museums of modern art in the world. It includes not just drawing, painting, and sculpture  
but design, architecture, photography, prints, artists’ books, film, and electronic media. 

The idea for MoMA was developed in 1929 by Abby Rockefeller and her two friends, 
Lillie P. Bliss and Mary Quinn Sullivan, collectively known as “the Ladies.” They rented  
a modest space in the Heckscher Building in Manhattan for the new museum, and it opened 
to the public nine days after the Wall Street crash. Abby’s husband, John D. Rockefeller Jr., 
hated modern art and was adamantly opposed to the museum. But her husband eventually 
donated funds, and the land for the current building, becoming its biggest benefactor.  
Their son Nelson was made president of the museum in 1939 until he was elected governor 
of New York in 1958, when his brother David filled in for one year.  

Highlights are too many to name as MoMA has arguably the finest collection of modern 
Western art in the world, with more than 150,000 individual pieces. There are masterpieces 
by Berenice Abbott, Francis Bacon, Louise Bourgeois, Elizabeth Catlett, Paul Cézanne, Marc 
Chagall, Willem de Kooning, Marcel Duchamp, Vincent van Gogh, Frida Kahlo, Paul Klee, 
Franz Kline, Roy Lichtenstein, Morris Louis, Henri Matisse, Piet Mondrian, Georgia 
O’Keeffe, Mark Rothko, Henri Rousseau, Cindy Sherman, Frank Stella, Florine Stettheimer, 
and Andy Warhol. 

MoMA 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 2 9
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Museum of Bad Art 
—

B O S T O N ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 3 

The mission of MOBA is to collect, exhibit, and celebrate art that will be shown in no other venue. The museum’s 
new location, in the Dorchester Brewing Co., assumes visitors would need a drink after seeing this work.
 

“�We look for sincere artistic efforts that have gone wrong in a way that results in a compelling image. We are not interested 
in kitsch, schlock, works on velvet, tourist art, or paint by numbers. About 10 percent of the pieces in the collection were 
donated by the artist who created them. Despite operating with no salaried staff, MOBA has sent traveling exhibitions to 
New York, Virginia, Utah, Texas, New Mexico, Taiwan, Tokyo, Calgary, and Quebec.” 

—Louise Reilly Sacco, Permanent Acting Interim Executive Director 

Highlights include Lucy in the Field with Flowers, a painting found in 1993 leaning against a trash barrel, waiting 
for garbage collection. This painting was the seed and the first of the MOBA collection. A low point, and a must-
see, is the painting Our Lady of Perpetual Housework in their Oozing My Religion section. 

Current location, Dorchester Brewing Company Tap Room 

Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   96-97Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   96-97 10/26/23   11:07 AM10/26/23   11:07 AM



98

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
—

B O S T O N ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 8 7 0

The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, or the MFA, was founded in Copley Square in 1870 and 
moved in 1909 to its new location in Fenway just down the street from the Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum. It has since become one of the most comprehensive art museums in 
North America. 

Highlights include John Singleton Copley’s Watson and the Shark (1778) and The 
Daughters of Edward Darley Boit (1882) by John Singer Sargent. At the top of the stairs,  
it is flanked by the very vases depicted in the oil painting. The pair of large blue-and-white 
Japanese vases traveled with the Boit family and were later donated to the museum. While 
clearly influenced by the master Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas (critics have made the 

comparison), Sargent goes further, creating a Freudian 
drama of adolescence, abandoning traditional modes of 
portraiture through the use of light, composition and body 
language. The painting certainly means different things  
to different people depending on their own family 
upbringing and relationships with their siblings. “It’s the 
MFA’s Mona Lisa. No composition or portrait was ever 
executed like that before,” wrote Sargent scholar and 
author Richard Rosen. 

Ravine, 1889, Vincent van Gogh  
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National Museum of American Illustration 
—

N E W P O R T,  R H O D E  I S L A N D  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 8

The 1898 Carrère & Hastings–designed mansion is the home of the National Museum of 
American Illustration and its founder, Judy Goffman Cutler. (The New York Public Library 
and the Frick Collection are the more well-known buildings designed by Carrère & 
Hastings.) It opened to the public in 2000 and contains one of the largest, if not the 
largest, collection of Maxfield Parrish paintings as well as the largest collection of J. C. 
Leyendecker paintings and over a hundred works by Norman Rockwell, N. C. Wyeth, 
Charles Dana Gibson, James Montgomery Flagg, Howard Chandler Christy, and John 
Falter. These are just some of the over 150 illustrators from the golden age of American 
illustration (from the 1880s through the 1930s).

The first room you enter in this thirty-
thousand-square-foot building is the Marble  
Hall, whose highlights include the painting Miss 
Liberty (1943) by Norman Rockwell and eight of 
the eighteen A Florentine Fete murals by Maxfield 
Parrish (1910–1916). 

A pair of Florentine Fete murals, 1910–1916, Maxfield Parrish 
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National Portrait Gallery 
—

W A S H I N G T O N ,  D C  ·  E S T.  1 9 6 2 

The only museum in the United States dedicated to portraits, the National Portrait Gallery is 
part of the Smithsonian Institution in the historic Old Patent Office Building.  
It opened to the public in 1968 with a collection that focuses on famous Americans.  

Highlights include the renowned unfinished Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington; 
photographer Irving Penn’s 120 platinum prints of fashion and celebrity portraits he shot over 
fifty years; and two rare photographs, one of formerly enslaved African American abolitionist 
leader Frederick Douglass (one of only four known to exist), and another by African American 
photographer Augustus Washington of abolitionist John Brown, who led the 1859 raid on 
Harpers Ferry that triggered the Civil War. 

Athenaeum Portrait, 1796, Gilbert Stuart 
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Norman Rockwell Museum 
—

S T O C K B R I D G E ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 9 6 9 

This museum is dedicated to, arguably, America’s most popular historian, Norman Rockwell, whose artistic skills 
held a mirror to our social history in the twentieth century. The museum of Rockwell’s work also has changing 
exhibitions of other artists. There is a tour of Rockwell’s relocated studio (he spent the last twenty-five years of his 
life in Stockbridge). The focus of the rotating exhibitions is a celebration of American illustration—when I 
attended, I saw a selection of illustrations on race and a show of the work of Kadir Nelson, painter, illustrator, and 
author whose work has been featured on the cover of the New Yorker, on album covers for Michael Jackson and 
Drake, and elsewhere. 

Highlights include Rockwell’s iconic painting Four Freedoms (1943). Another highlight is the museum’s 
generally beautiful presentation and grounds. From its displays and facilities to the gift shop, this museum is truly 
exemplary. You may also notice Steven Spielberg’s name displayed over one of the entrances as you walk in.  
A trustee emeritus, he, along with George Lucas, has donated to the Rockwell 
collections as well as financially to the museum. Whether you like the 
director’s movies or not, no one ever accused him of shoddy 
production, and the museum, intentionally or not, has  
a Spielberg touch.
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Commonly known as the Guggenheim Museum, or just “the Guggenheim,” it is considered 
to have a premier collection of Impressionist, Postimpressionist, early modern, and 
contemporary art, showcased in Frank Lloyd Wright’s most famous work, a building which 
initially drew great criticism. 

The major highlight is the unique viewing experience in the interior spiral for its visitors.

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 9
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Whitney Museum 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 0 

The Whitney, or officially the Whitney Museum of American Art, was founded by socialite 
Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney in 1930. The museum is most famous for its Whitney Biennial 
exhibition, which showcase up-and-coming artists. Its latest location is in the Meatpacking 
District in Manhattan. Its eight stories and two-hundred-thousand square feet consist  
of New York City’s largest column-free exhibition spaces. The museum includes an education 
center, library, theater, conservation laboratory, and observation decks. Their famed 
Independent Study Program, which boasts a list of accomplished artists, curators, and art 
historians as their alumni, is free and located in Roy Lichtenstein’s Greenwich Village studio. 
Michelle Obama attended the ceremonial ribbon-cutting of the new Renzo Piano–designed 
building in 2015 with Mayor Bill de Blasio. 

One of many highlights is George Bellows’s painting Dempsey and Firpo (1924).  
Also, one piece of artwork easily missed is outside the 
Whitney Museum—a manhole cover with the words 
“IN DIRECT LINE WITH ANOTHER & THE NEXT” 
(NYC Manhole Covers, 2011, Lawrence Weiner) rather 
than “NYC Sewer.” 

Untitled, 2000, Maurizio Cattelan
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Winterthur Museum 
—

W I N T E R T H U R ,  D E L A W A R E  ·  E S T.  1 9 5 1

Winterthur is a 175-room mansion turned museum housing over ninety thousand objects 
dating back as far as 1640, and representing American decorative arts. The Winterthur was 
once the home of industrialist Henry Francis du Pont. 

The site includes one thousand acres of protected meadows, woodlands, ponds, 
waterways, and a sixty-acre garden that is considered among America’s finest.  

Winterthur also has an extensive research library and is an important center for  
the study of American art and culture with graduate degree programs. 

Winterthur Museum gingerbread house
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American Writers Museum 
—

C H I C A G O ,  I L L I N O I S  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 7

“The mission of the American Writers Museum is to engage the public in celebrating 
American writers and exploring their influence on our history, our identity, our culture, 
and our daily lives.” The museum was inspired by the Dublin Writers Museum in Dublin, 
Ireland. The museum conducts exhibitions, holds programs and classes, hosts events, and,  
like many of the museums in the book, can be visited virtually. 

“�In our Story of the Day exhibit visitors and students have a chance to write their own stories  
on a collection of antique manual typewriters. They can type out a line, a poem, or a whole 
story. We have had two marriage proposals typed on our typewriters. For most of our younger 
visitors this is something they have 
never touched, and they were 
extremely excited by them. The best 
response to the experience came from 
a sixth-grade student who said ‘This  
is great. It’s like an instant printer.’” 

—American Writers Museum  

C H A P T E R  F I V E 

HISTORIC HOMES 
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Beauport Sleeper-McCann House  
—

G L O U C E S T E R ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 9 4 7

Beauport Sleeper-McCann House started as one man’s vision and became a work of art and 
historical landmark. Henry Sleeper, one of the country’s first interior designers, created the 
forty-two-room house, each room with a different theme, between 1907 and 1934. Its guest 
book was a who’s who in the arts and society of the Edwardian period: President William Taft, 
Henry James, John Singer Sargent, Ethel Barrymore, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Eleanor Roosevelt, 
King Gustave of Sweden, Helen Hayes, and John D. Rockefeller. 

Highlights include some of the house’s homemade wallpaper, unusual stained glass 
displays, ocean views, secret passages, stunning objects of interest, and a large-hearth 
colonial kitchen. The house incorporates features that were not commonplace for its time 
like skylights, full-length mirrors behind doors, and closets in every room. 
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Driehaus Museum 
—

C H I C A G O ,  I L L I N O I S  ·  E S T.  2 0 0 8 

The Richard H. Driehaus Museum is named after its founder, a Chicago businessman, 
philanthropist, and art collector, and features his collection of American and European 
decorative arts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the natural 
environment of the restored 1883 Nickerson Mansion. The building is on the National 
Register of Historic Places and a designated Chicago landmark. 

Highlights include its exquisite interiors—great examples of Chicago’s Gilded Age—
with a stained glass dome and works by Tiffany Studios, including eight enormous and  
rare nautilus shells that function as bud vases.  
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Graceland 
—

M E M P H I S ,  T E N N E S S E E  ·  E S T.  1 9 8 2

Graceland, Elvis Presley’s former 13.8-acre estate, was voted the “World’s Best Musical 
Attraction” in USA Today and joins the ranks of homes such as the White House and 
Mount Vernon as a National Historic Landmark. 

His daughter, Lisa Marie Presley, who inherited Graceland after his death in 1977,  
was laid to rest at Graceland in 2023 along with her father and her late son, Benjamin 
Keough. Others buried at Graceland include Elvis’s parents, Gladys and Vernon Presley,  
and his paternal grandmother, Minnie Mae Presley. Graceland was inherited by Lisa  
Marie Presley’s three surviving daughters.   

The home’s main highlight has to be the legendary Jungle Room, which has remained 
mostly untouched from the days when Elvis lived there. Aside from the 
exotic Polynesian decor, fountain, and green shag carpet on both the 
floor and ceiling, it also has musical significance. In February 1976, 
RCA brought its studio to the Jungle Room during the last 
eighteen months of Elvis’s life for recording sessions 
where he recorded “Moody Blue,” “Solitaire,” 
and “Hurt.” Reasons for this choice varied 
depending on who was asked and included 
Elvis wanting to spend as much time as 
possible in Graceland to wanting to create  
an informal setting for musicians.  
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Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum 
—

B O S T O N ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 9 0 3

Built in 1901, Fenway Court was the former home of Isabella Stewart Gardner. Two years later it became the 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, a must-see attraction in Boston filled with excellent examples of European, 
Asian, and American paintings, sculpture, tapestries, and decorative arts. “We were a very young country and  
had very few opportunities of seeing beautiful things, works of art. I decided that the greatest need in our country 
was art. . . . So, I was determined to make it my life’s work if I could.” Ms. Gardner went on shopping trips with  
her friend interior designer Henry Sleeper (of the Beauport Sleeper-McCann House) creating a cross-pollination  

of tastes in their decorating schemes.  
The new wing of the museum, designed by Renzo Piano Building 

Workshop, opened in 2012 and will help preserve the original historic building 
by hosting all the museum’s public performances and events. There is a near 
vertical three-hundred-seat performance hall chamber, an adjustable height 
special exhibition gallery, restaurant, gift shop, classroom, expanded outdoor 
garden spaces, two artist apartments, conservation labs, and art workshop. 

The museum highlight is a magnificent fifteenth-century Venetian 
palace courtyard. The courtyard has a glass roof that illuminates the 
museum’s galleries by diffusing the natural light. Gardner purchased eight 
Venetian stone balconies that overlook an exceptional Roman tile mosaic for 
the parameter of the center sanctuary. 
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Mark Twain House and Museum 
—

H A R T F O R D ,  C O N N E C T I C U T  ·  E S T.  2 0 0 3

The grounds consist of the twenty-five-room American High Gothic home of the national 
treasure Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain)—where he lived with his family from 1874 to 1891. 
A separate museum focuses on the writer’s career and work. Celebrities who have visited 
the museum include Dan Brown, Laura Bush, Judge Judy, Stephen King, Denis Leary, 
Spike Lee, David Letterman, and Bruce Springsteen. 

The site is made up of three buildings and the historic 1874 home is seen by tour only 
and reservations are recommended. (Note: there are a lot of stairs and no elevator). The 
highlight of the tour is the dream library—grand, ornate, it includes a large oak mantelpiece 
from Ayton Castle in Scotland. The museum, unlike the house, is handicap accessible. The 
third building, Mark Twain’s historic carriage house, is generally not open to the public. 
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Tenement Museum
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 8 8

The museum is made up of two historical tenement buildings that housed, combined, an 
estimated fifteen thousand people, from over twenty countries, between 1863 and 2011. 
Also called the Lower East Side Tenement Museum, the tenement at 97 Orchard Street was 
designated a National Historic Site in 1994. In 2015, this would include a second location  
at 103 Orchard Street, which was home to over ten thousand immigrants up until 2011.

Modifications to the buildings over the years, to conform to the city’s developing 
housing laws, included indoor plumbing (cold running water, two toilets per floor), an air 
shaft, and gas followed by electricity. In 1935, rather than continuing to modify the 97 
Orchard Street building the landlord evicted the residents, closed off the building, and 
boarded the windows, leaving only the first floor and basement open for stores. It stayed  
that way until 1988, when the Lower East Side Tenement Museum became established  
and adopted the dilapidated building. 
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Wenham Museum House 
—

W E N H A M ,  M A S S A C H U S E T T S  ·  E S T.  1 9 2 2

The Wenham Museum was one of the first American museums to be accredited by the 
American Association of Museums, an honor bestowed on only 5 percent of museums  
for ethics, collections management, education, exhibit design, financial stewardship, and 
strategic planning. It is unique in that it’s both a children’s hands-on museum and a historical 
museum. Most of the visitors are families with children under eight years old. The museum  
is in a 1662 colonial house, which includes furnishings from the era, and is included in the 
National Register of Historic Places. The sixty thousand objects in its collection include 
textiles, costumes, photographs, one thousand dolls, and over six hundred 
mechanical toys, with the earliest dating from 1780.  

Aside from the 1662 Claflin-Richards House, which teaches what 
seventeenth-century New England life was like, the highlight is the over 
nine operating train sets of different scale. 

Ginny doll, 1957 
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C H A P T E R  S I X 

THE HUMAN CONDITION 
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Museum of Anthropology 
—

V A N C O U V E R ,  C A N A D A  ·  E S T.  1 9 4 9

The Museum of Anthropology (MOA) is a research and teaching museum where the 
University of British Columbia gives courses in anthropology, archaeology, art, and 
museum studies. Its collection includes over five hundred thousand archaeological objects. 

To safeguard their treasures from earthquakes, the museum’s Great Hall was 
seismically upgraded in late 2021 and should be completed and the museum reopened  
by the time this book is released. This project was prepared years in advance, as carved  
poles and figures had to be moved carefully and respectfully with families’ approval and 
consulting the artists. The museum was advised, “When you are moving or bringing  
a pole down, think about how you will feel if someone moved you,” said Museum  
of Anthropology director Susan Rowley. “[Master carver, Joe David] 
asked that we cover the eyes, so the figure would feel more 
comfortable.” 

Sankofa figure
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Rothko Chapel 
—

H O U S T O N ,  T E X A S  ·  E S T.  1 9 7 1

The Rothko Chapel is a nondenominational chapel in Houston, founded by John and 
Dominique de Menil. The interior serves not only as a chapel but also as a major work of 
modern art. On its walls are fourteen black but color-hued paintings by Mark Rothko. 
About fifty-five thousand people visit the chapel each year.  

Susan J. Barnes (author of The Rothko Chapel: An Act of Faith) states, “The Rothko 
Chapel . . . became the world’s first broadly ecumenical center, a holy place open to all 
religions and belonging to none.” In 2000, the Rothko Chapel was placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places.  

In 1964, Rothko was commissioned by John and Dominique de Menil (also founders  
of the nearby Menil Collection in Houston) to create a meditative space filled with his 
paintings. As Rothko was given creative license, he clashed with the project’s architect, 
Philip Johnson, over the plans for the chapel. Before it was completed, Rothko  
committed suicide in his New York City studio after a long struggle with depression  
on February 25, 1970. The musician Peter Gabriel wrote a 1992 song called “Fourteen 
Black Paintings” inspired by a visit to the chapel. 
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Museum of Motherhood  
—

S T.  P E T E R S B U R G ,  F L O R I D A  ·  E S T.  2 0 0 2

The Museum of Motherhood is the first of its kind—a museum and educational center devoted to mothers,  
mothering, and motherhood in the world, covering the art, science, and history of mothers.  

“By understanding the complex nature of family and women’s place in society, we become more 
compassionate and inspired in everything we do,” said Martha Joy Rose, the founder. “I watched a couple  
of kids from the local high school try on the pregnancy vests and then waddle around groaning. Within five 
minutes they begged to take them off. One of the kids lamented how much they weighed. ‘Can you imagine  
doing that for nine months?’ the one asked. Is that how long they take to cook?’ the friend replied.” 

The founder’s vision of the new building is that it will be in the shape of a womb with a front entrance 
symbolizing where motherhood all begins. 

Museum of Tolerance   
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 3

The Museum of Tolerance (MOT) focuses on the goal of how society can live together peacefully. It challenges 
visitors to understand all forms of discrimination and human rights violations. The institute was recipient of the 
Global Peace and Tolerance Award from the Friends of the United Nations. The museum features interactive 
workshops and exhibits that explore the issues of bigotry and racism. 

“�One year I went along to chaperone my granddaughter’s eighth-grade class. Our group was led by a docent who  
was a Holocaust survivor. Muriel, almost ninety years old, had us sit on benches in a low-ceilinged, dimly lit room that 
was a facsimile of one of the Nazi gas chambers. She told us how, when the train arrived at the concentration camp, 
she and her mother were directed to the right but that an elderly woman pulled her into the line heading to the 
left. In a while they saw smoke coming from a building’s chimneys and they all knew what that meant. The women 
prisoners were then led into a room and told to disrobe. They all stood there trembling when water burst out of  
the shower and they all collapsed sobbing to the floor.”  

—Gil Menendez, visitor 

137The museum’s current location
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N 

NATURAL HISTORY &  
THE GREAT OUTDOORS  

Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   138-139Footnotes_Fascinating_Museums_interior_OP.indd   138-139 10/26/23   11:07 AM10/26/23   11:07 AM



140

Adirondack Experience Museum on  
Blue Mountain Lake  

—

B L U E  M T.  L A K E ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 5 7

The Adirondack Experience (formerly known as the Adirondack Museum) shows the history and beauty of the 
Adirondacks, a six-million-acre region in upstate New York that was once a premier vacation spot for the rich and 
famous. Interest in the Adirondacks was triggered by the art and literature of the Romantic Movement (1800–
1900), which changed people’s perceptions of nature from the frightening unknown to a safe haven for spiritual 
awareness and rest. The museum is located on the site of an 1876 summer resort hotel, the Blue Mountain House, 
which stopped operating as a hotel in the late 1940s and became a National Historic Landmark in 1977. Now  
the museum has over sixty thousand square feet of exhibition space spread out over twenty-three buildings  
on 121 acres. The seeds for the museum began in 1948, with two abandoned railroad cars and  
a steam locomotive. 

Highlights include the Sunset Cottage, 
one of three remote cabins ecologist Anne 
LaBastille built, and the largest collection of 
rustic Adirondack-style furniture and highest 
number of historic inland wooden boats in 
North America. 
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American Museum of Natural History 
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 8 7 4

The American Museum of Natural History houses over thirty-four million examples of plants, animals,  
fossils, meteorites, and human remains. Only a small fraction can be displayed at any given time. The museum 
is more than two million square feet. The new Gilder Center for Science, Education, and Innovation opened  
in 2023, a spectacular new addition designed by architect Jeanne Gang. 

The main entrance consists of an arch measuring sixty feet, flanked by thirty-foot-tall columns that hold 
figures sculpted by James Earle Fraser of American explorers John James Audubon, Daniel Boone, Meriwether 
Lewis, and William Clark.  In 2022, the museum removed the controversial Theodore Roosevelt sculpture  
that presided over the entrance, as it depicted Roosevelt proudly on a horse with two shirtless men walking  
on either side, one Native American, the other of African descent.  

Highlights include: two hundred dioramas, the famous ninety-four-foot-long model of a blue whale 
suspended from the ceiling, and the largest collection of fossil mammals and dinosaurs in the world.  
Most of the dinosaur collection is in storage in the basement and lower seven floors of the Frick Building.  
The top three floors contain laboratories and offices. The new Gilder Center houses an impressive  
butterfly vivarium featuring eighty species of butterflies.

“It’s not just a museum but a working research center with a full-time scientific staff.” 
—Robert D. Burk, MD, Albert Einstein College of Physicians, American Museum of Natural History 
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Field Museum 
—

C H I C A G O ,  I L L I N O I S  ·  E S T.  1 9 1 0 

The Field Museum of Natural History is one of the largest such museums in the world, 
maintaining collections of over twenty-four million specimens and objects. The museum’s 
library contains over 275,000 books, journals, and photo archives focused on biological 
systematics, evolutionary biology, geology, archaeology, ethnology, and material culture 
for the museum’s research faculty and exhibition development. 

One highlight is Sue, the largest and most complete (90%) Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton 
yet discovered. Sue is estimated to be sixty-seven million years old and named after  
the scientist who discovered it, Sue Hendrickson. Although it is commonly referred to  
as female, the dinosaur’s sex is unknown. The original skull is not mounted to the body 
thirteen feet off the ground due to its weight and so scientists may have easier access  
to continue studying it.  

Sue, T. Rex 
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La Brea Tar Pits 
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E X C A V A T I O N  A N D  S I T E  M U S E U M  B E G A N  I N  1 9 1 3 

G E O R G E  C .  P A G E  M U S E U M  O F  L A  B R E A  D I S C O V E R I E S  ·  E S T.  1 9 7 7

The Tar Pits are an active research site where natural asphalt has been seeping up to the 
surface for tens of thousands of years. Tar-covered bones were found for years on what was 
once a ranch; until 1901 they were thought to be just trapped farm animals like horses, cattle, 
dogs, and even camels. It was a petroleum geologist named W. W. Orcutt, a pioneer in the use 
of geology in the oil industry, who discovered that fossilized prehistoric animal bones were 
preserved in pools of tar. The oldest known material found on the site dates back thirty-eight 
thousand years. La Brea Tar Pits is a registered National Natural Landmark.  

Puma concolor
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Storm King 
—

N E W  W I N D S O R ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 6 0

The Storm King Art Center is a nonprofit five-hundred-acre outdoor museum where 
visitors experience large-scale sculpture, supporting artists’ most ambitious works. Storm 
King was originally planned as a museum for Hudson River School painting, but by 1961  
its founders had become committed to modern sculpture and it’s now among the world’s 
leading sculpture parks. There are 115 sculptures on the ground including Maya Lin’s  
Storm King Wavefield, 240,000 square feet of undulating hills that can take a full day  
to wander over.  

Highlights include abstract expressionist David Smith’s thirteen colorful steel, iron, 
and bronze sculptures and Alice Aycock’s sunken house, Low Building with Dirt Roof  
(For Mary) (1973, rebuilt for Storm King in 2010).  

The Oracle of Lacuna, 2017, Heather Hart 
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Death Valley National Park Museum 
—

F U R N A C E  C R E E K ,  N E V A D A  ·  E S T.  1 9 3 3

Furnace Creek is the headquarters and visitor center for the Death Valley National Park—the largest national  
park in the Lower 48 and the hottest place on the planet—consisting of a small museum and bookstore. There  
is a second museum in the park that shows what life was like there in the Roaring Twenties and Depression  
’30s called Scotty’s Castle, a historic house and museum, but it has been closed since 2015 due to flash floods. 
Repairs are ongoing from damage due to unprecedented rain—a year’s worth of rain in five hours—and a fire  
in 2021, but there are plans for reopening it soon. 

Death Valley is a living museum and its highlights include the desert bloom, which lasts about two weeks,  
and the stargazing. One employee shared it was bright enough to jog to work at night, even with no moon.  
Because of light pollution from nearby Las Vegas, the best spot and darkest skies are in the northwest of the park.  

But perhaps for many, the biggest highlight is taking selfies. “The most popular exhibit at Furnace Creek 
Visitor Center is outside the museum; it’s the thermometer. There is often a line of people waiting to take a selfie 
at the hottest temperature they’ve ever experienced in their lives . . . before they retreat to the air conditioning 

inside the visitor center,” shares Abby Wines, a management analyst 
at Death Valley National Park. Furnace Creek holds the record for 
the highest recorded air temperature on Earth at 134°F on July 10, 
1913, and the record for the highest recorded natural ground surface 
temperature on Earth at 201°F on July 15, 1972. 

“�It has also been known to be cold in Death Valley—I have even seen it snow. 
I got chewed out by a visitor who thought it was always hot and said the 
snow was false advertising.” 

—Pat McKnight, park historian

C H A P T E R  E I G H T 

PLANES, TRAINS,  
AUTOMOBILES & SHIPS
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Hollywood Car Collection 
—

L A S  V E G A S ,  N E V A D A  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 4 

This Vegas stop is an impressive collection of famous vehicles from movies and TV—the  
best are from real estate mogul Michael Dezer’s private collection of over two thousand cars. 
Adjacent to Dezur’s collection is the Liberace Garage, Liberace’s car collection. Those  
of a certain age will remember when elaborate cars would make an entrance on a stage,  
like a Hollywood star, on Liberace’s televised specials.

Highlights include the General from The Dukes of Hazzard, Batmobiles from the Batman 
TV show and movies, the lifeboat from Tom Hanks’s Captain Phillips, and the former world’s 
longest limo (yes, it has a hot tub). 

James Bond’s Lotus Esprit submarine car in The Spy Who Loved Me 
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Maritime Museum of San Diego 
—

S A N  D I E G O ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 2 7

The Maritime Museum of San Diego hosts one of the world’s finest collections of historic 
ships, which visitors can board, walk around on, and take guided tours of. The museum has 
interactive exhibits and participates in award-winning educational outreach programs. 

Highlights include the oldest active sailing ship in the world (1863), Star of India; the 
star frigate featured in the film Master and Commander; and the USS Dolphin, the US 
Navy submarine with the record for the deepest dive. 
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Petersen Automotive Museum 
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 4

One of the world’s largest automotive museums, the Petersen Automotive Museum  
is a nonprofit organization specializing in automobile history. They conduct educational 
programs as well as a program to support and promote women-led businesses in the 
automotive sector, providing them with hands-on mentorship.

Highlights include a rare 1939 Porsche 64, one of only two in existence; an exhibit 
on the history of the Japanese automotive industry; and their collection of sports cars  
of the future. 
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Steamtown National Historic Site 
—

S C R A N T O N ,  P E N N S Y L V A N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 8 6

Located in the heart of Scranton, Steamtown National Historic Site is a national park 
but also a modern interactive museum that preserves and interprets the history of steam 
railroading in America and demonstrates how important railroading was to this country. 
The historic railroad yard includes a working turntable, locomotive preservation shop, 
and extensive collection of historic locomotives. Next door is the Electric City Trolley 
Museum, covering the history of transportation in Scranton. 

Highlights include the enormous steam engines on display and the size of the 
collection and site. 
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Art Car World 
—

D O U G L A S ,  A R I Z O N A  ·  O P E N  2 0 2 1

This is one of the newest museums in this book, a destination dedicated to the celebration and preservation of car 
art, but currently expanding its scope of what it will include. The museum will be bilingual and conduct international 
festivities in the future. 

Founder Harrod Bank, who is also a documentary filmmaker and artist, says, “Art Car World celebrates the art 
car which is a decorated vehicle. [But] it could be almost anything as long as it’s artistically embellished. . .a world of 
art making including a performance center and an outdoor pavilion for music, barbecue, dance, and celebrating life. 
I’m someone who is all about identity. My mom was an erotic ceramist and my father was documentary filmmaker 
Les Blank. I was inspired by Akira Kurosawa’s Ikiru [a 1952 movie about a man who learns he has only one year to live, 
changes his ways, and decides to do something more meaningful with his last six months by building a playground]. 
This movie I saw at age fifteen changed my life. I want to build my playground, a park to park yourself and your car.  
A huge eighty-six-foot monument made with the arches from the 1994 Atlanta Olympics called the Eye of God. . . . 
at the base shrines to meditate and EV charging stations. Hanging from the eye of God (a large wagon wheel)  
is a black 1949 Hudson, like a Moroccan light.” 

A highlight is the Camera Van, a car covered in cameras, which spells SMILE on the roof. 
The California Fantasy Van, 10,400 pounds of brass, which got eight miles to the gallon, was made by the late 

Ernie Steingold, a bodybuilder. Every time it hit a pothole it would set off the cowbells and 
chimes but nothing ever fell off. 

“�[The Camera Van] was inspired by an actual dream that I covered my car with 
cameras and took pictures of people with the cameras on the van and they didn’t 
realize that they worked so they acted naturally, and it got great candid shots.” 

—Harrod Bank, founder 

Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum  
—

N E W  Y O R K ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  1 9 8 2  

The Intrepid Sea, Air, and Space Museum is docked along the Hudson River and includes a maritime history 
museum, a collection of ships, thirty aircraft displayed on the flight deck or inside the hangar, the cruise missile 
submarine USS Growler, and the space shuttle Enterprise.  

Intrepid served as temporary headquarters for the FBI during the investigation of 9/11 because the FBI’s  
New York Field Office was located at the World Trade Center. Five hundred agents worked around the clock 
aboard the Intrepid, fielding a half million calls. A pair of twelve-foot-long pieces of steel recovered from the World 
Trade Center point skyward on the southwest corner of the Intrepid’s pier, representing how the towers once stood. 

Highlights include a reproduction of a World War I biplane, a spy plane from the Cold War, the Avenger 
torpedo bomber, a prototype space shuttle orbiter, and a couple of Concordes. . .all set with the New York City 
skyline behind them.  

“�I went to the Navy School of Music and performed on the Intrepid. Later I moved to California and became a car salesman 
for Dodge. One day I told this customer the coincidence that one of the Dodge models I was trying to sell her was called 
the Intrepid where I was once stationed. She then told me the Intrepid was a museum in New York City. I had no idea  
it became a museum!” 

—�Alan Porter, Seaman, Musician Striker,  
(Naval Rating) 

Mondrian Mobile, 2007, Emily Duffy 163
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C H A P T E R  N I N E 

MISCELLANY 
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Museum of Jurassic Technology 
—

L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A L I F O R N I A  ·  E S T.  1 9 8 8

No museum is more committed to defying categorization or turning its back on any 
exposure . . . instead, every visitor is to define for themselves what they are experiencing. 
The New York Times critic Edward Rothstein described it as a “museum about museums.” 
Smithsonian magazine called it “a witty, self-conscious homage to private museums of 
yore .” It is truly one of the most compelling museums I frequented. 

The museum is the subject of the book Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder: Pronged Ants, 
Horned Humans, Mice on Toast, and Other Marvels of Jurassic Technology by Lawrence 
Weschler (1995), which was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for General Nonfiction and 
Slate ranked it one of the fifty best nonfiction works of the past quarter-century.

Magnetic Hydromancy, seventeenth-century, Athanasius Kircher 
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National Lighthouse Museum 
—

S T A T E N  I S L A N D ,  N E W  Y O R K  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 4

The neighborhood of St. George, Staten Island, New York, was selected for the National 
Lighthouse Museum and Educational Resource Center over other locations in 1998. It was 
a former 1912 foundry building and the United States Lighthouse Service General Depot. 

One of the museum’s highlight is Patches, the museum guide who explains the rich 
history of lighthouses from the first lighthouse dated 280 BCE in the harbor of 
Alexandria, Egypt, to the first electric lighthouse in 1860 (the Statue of Liberty), to 
present-day lighthouses like the largest Fresnel lens in the world located in Hawaii (which 
can be seen from twenty-seven miles out—no more due to the curvature of the Earth). 
Another highlight is their collection of hundreds of miniature model lighthouses 
illustrating the beautiful diversity of styles and architecture of lighthouses.  
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Noah’s Ark Encounter 
—

W I L L I A M S T O W N ,  K E N T U C K Y  ·  E S T.  2 0 1 6

Ark Encounter is a theme park operated by a group called Young Earth Creationism (YEC), which includes both 
Jews and Christians (that follow the Book of Genesis). While there is a museum component to it, the centerpiece 
is a 510-foot-long replica of Noah’s Ark based on the story of the Genesis flood in the Bible.  

There are no live animals inside but a petting zoo on the grounds. The three levels of the exhibit speculate as  
to what may have happened on such an ark using virtual-reality technology. Throughout there are artifacts on loan 
from the Green Collection in the Museum of the Bible in Washington, DC. 

One highlight will certainly be the new “baptismal” log flume ride being built, which is described as “the water 
rapids of sin before experiencing a 3-story drop into the water so they can be raised to walk in newness of life.” Of 
course, the best part is having an ark ready to go with the current weather being what it is and all. This time around 
there would be Wi-Fi. 

Baptismal log flume 
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SPAM Museum 
—

C O L U M B U S ,  O H I O  ·  E S T.  1 9 9 1

Here is a museum dedicated solely to a brand of precooked meat. This free museum tells  
the history of the Hormel company, the originator of Spam, and its mark on the world.  
The 16,500-square-foot space includes a theater, historical displays, gift shop, and Spam-
themed family activities and games. 

Highlights include a re-creation of the set of Monty Python’s famous “Spam” sketch 
with an endless loop from the show originally performed by Viking characters. The other 
highlight is that free “spamples” of spam are given out by volunteer guides, who are known  
as the Spambassadors. 

Monty Python spam sketch set display
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