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A fundamental component of the human condition is the struggle to calculate, to 

comprehend, and to capture time. Across cultures and eras, time has inspired the creation of both 

functional objects and works of art. People have sought to mark and anticipate its passage, to 

make it a valued asset in ceremony and industry, and to contain it in moments memorialized 

forever. Time is at once truly universal, yet inextricably bound to our personal perceptions. This 

tension between the universal and the personal has manifested itself in some of the most 

remarkable human inventions throughout history. 

This exhibition features 12 objects from the collections at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art that determine, delineate, and depict time. 

 

Determining time: Clepsydra, musical automaton, sundial, clock 

 The oldest of the four objects that determine time is a model of an Egyptian clepsydra 

(water clock) from the 4th century B.C. Though this object may have been used as a votive, it 

could have functioned as an inflow water clock, determining the time as the water seeps out of a 

small hole at the base. This particular clepsydra model is decorated with a baboon, which is 

associated with Thoth, the ancient Egyptian god of the moon. 

 The second object that determines time is a German musical automaton with a 

functioning clock that is exemplary of the clocks made in Augsburg in the 1600s. This object is 

extremely rare, since the spinet and organ inside are still fully functional despite its age. It was 

created by a famous team of instrument and clockmakers, Samuel Bidermann and Veit 

Langenbucher. 

 Next is a French portable sundial and calibrator crafted of brass and inlaid with silver in 

about 1700. This item could have functioned as a sundial to determine time based on the 

shadows cast by the sun over the silver, bird-shaped style, but was most likely used to calibrate 

other sundials and clocks.  

 The final object that determines time is a small, spherical Fabergé egg clock created in 

about 1899. Though Fabergé fashioned many types of eggs, this small clock is unique in that it 

was created from a single piece of rose jasper, and it was owned by an American collector.  
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Delineating time: Months, call to prayer, seasons, motherhood 

 A Yemeni astrolabe that delineates the months by locating the placement of the moon, 

sun, and other stars is the oldest object in this category of time in art. It was created in 1291 by a 

man who went on to become the Rasulid sultan known as al-Ashraf. It is made of hammered and 

casted brass inlaid with silver and bears the names of the zodiacal signs along with the altitude 

scales used by mathematical astronomers. 

 The next object in this category is a metal box made in Syria in the 1400s for the 

muezzin, or timekeeper, of the Umayyad Mosque. Though this object does not itself delineate 

time, it represents an important delineation of time for devout Muslims, since the timekeeper 

would be responsible for announcing the call to prayer five times a day. 

 A Chinese porcelain vase created during the Qing dynasty (1662-1722) is decorated with 

flowers representing the four seasons: peony for spring, lotus for summer, chrysanthemum for 

autumn, and prunus (or plum blossoms) for winter. The delineation of time into seasons of the 

year is cross-cultural, though many pieces in Chinese art feature scenes from nature associated 

with the changing seasons. 

 The most recently created object in this category is a wooden headdress called a D’mba 

that was made in the 19th or 20th century by the Baga peoples of Africa. Though this connection 

to delineating time is a bit more abstract, the headdress symbolizes motherhood, which in itself is 

a delineation of a woman’s life. The D’mba is also masqueraded to commemorate special 

occasions, like weddings or harvests—both of which are different delineations of time in a 

person’s life. 

 

Depicting time: A lovers’ embrace, sunset, morning, and midnight 

 The first object that depicts time is a small ink and watercolor painting of Krishna, the 

Hindu god, with his lover, Radha, at sunset. This painting was created in 1720 and shows the 

lovers embracing as a bright orange sun sets behind them. Though the sunset is a depiction of 

time, the relationship between Krishna and Radha has many phases throughout Hindu texts, so 

their passion for each other in this painting is also a moment in time worth depicting. 

 Thomas Fearnley’s 1834 Sunset, Sorrento depicts a glowing yellow sun as it fades away 

over the water. Fearnley’s use of light within this plein-air oil sketch achieves the blinding 
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quality of the sun as it sets over the horizon. In a more interpretive manner, Sunset, Sorrento also 

depicts the end of Fearnley’s time in Italy. 

 In 1896 and 1897, Claude Monet spent the earliest hours of each day in a boat he 

fashioned as a makeshift studio painting the early morning on the Seine. The result was at least 

17 paintings in a series depicting the earliest light as the sun rose, the fog creeping over the 

water, and the lush greenery at the river’s edge. Monet’s study of the morning on the Seine was 

interrupted by continuous bad weather, though the paintings still have a vibrancy as if the days 

were not overcast. 

 Grant Wood’s depiction of the historical ride of Paul Revere in his 1931 painting, The 

Midnight Ride of Paul Revere, has a dreamlike quality to it. Wood interprets two facets of time—

a real-life event and a certain hour of the day—within this painting, which highlights both his 

Regionalist style and his playful spirit in creating a work that takes inspiration from an event 

without simply recreating it. 

 

Conclusion 

 Through the examination of three facets of time, this exhibition attempts to understand 

how people across cultures and eras have determined, delineated, and depicted the passing hours 

and moments in their lives. The 12 objects featured in this catalogue are incredibly diverse, but 

strung together by the common thread of time. 
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 This clepsydra, or water clock, was crafted of faience, a glazed ceramic ware, in Egypt in 

the 4th century B.C. Though it is labeled as a water clock itself, it is actually a model of an 

Egyptian inflow clock, likely discovered by French Egyptologist Gaston Maspero in Edfu (Pogo, 

1936). According to Pogo, this object “was described, in the list accompanying Maspero’s 

second shipment [to the Metropolitan Museum of Art], 1886, as a ‘light green porcelain 

Nilometer’” (Pogo, 1936: 417). A Nilometer would have been used to determine the water level 

of the Nile River during the flood season. This clepsydra model is “a hollow square prism … 

which had, no doubt, a basin in front of the cynocephalos [sic]; the knees of the cynocephalos 

[sic] are broken off; the draining hole is at the very bottom of the prism” (Pogo, 1936: 417).  

 The existence of this water clock model proves that inflow clocks must have existed in 

ancient Egypt, despite the lack of archaeological discoveries (Pogo, 1936). It is also possible that 

Clepsydra or water clock with  
squatting baboon 
 
Period: Late Period 
 
Date: 4th century B.C. 
 
Geography:  Egypt 
 
Medium: Faience 
 
Dimensions: H. 8.8 cm (3 7/16 in.) 
 
Credit Line: Funds from various donors, 1886 
 
Accession Number: 86.1.93 
 
On view in Gallery 128 
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a model clepsydra like this one would have been used as a votive offering, based on a diagram 

within Gayet’s 1894 work, Le temple de Louxor, that shows the presentation of a small clepsydra 

model with a baboon before the gods (Pogo, 1936: 420). 

 The invention of the water clock “ca. 1530 B.C., is credited to a priest-scientist named 

Amenemhet,” and it was an important part of determining time in ancient Egypt (Fleming, 1986: 

64–65). According to Cotterell, “the priests needed to tell the time accurately during the night so 

that the temple rites and sacrifices could be performed at the right hour” (1986: 32). Water 

clocks were often a better option than sundials because they did not depend on the weather and 

could be used in darkness, since the passing hours were determined by water flowing out of the 

earthenware vessel rather than shadows cast by the sun (Cotterell, 1986; Fleming, 1986). Though 

the draining of water is similar in concept to the large cylindrical clepsydrae used in ancient 

Egypt and Greece, the rectangular inflow styles likely did not have hour measurements inscribed 

on the inside (Pogo, 1936).  

 This particular clepsydra model is decorated with a squatting baboon, an animal often 

associated with Thoth, the god of the moon (McDevitt, 2012). According to French-language 

sources examined by Clagett, “we are told that ‘in their water clocks the Egyptians carve a seated 

dog-faced baboon and they make water flow from his member’” (Clagett, 1989: 148, quoting 

Leemans, 1835). Additionally, it was believed that baboons urinated at “‘regular intervals twelve 

times a day.’ One would suppose that this merely means that in expelling water from the clock 

beneath the seated baboon, the baboon is effectively ‘urinating’ the twelve hours of the day” 

(Clagett, 1989: 148–149, quoting Daressy, 1915).  

 

A note about provenance 

 This clepsydra model was purchased from the Egyptian government in 1886. According 

to Pogo (1936), this item arrived at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in a shipment sent from 

Edfu, a city in Egypt, by Gaston Maspero. Maspero is credited with discovering other significant 

clepsydrae in Edfu. It is possible this water clock model may have been among his discoveries 

based on its inclusion in the same shipment.  
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  This musical clock was built in Augsburg, Germany in about 1625 when the southern 

German city was a hub for clockwork and musical automata trades, as well as jewelry and other 

musical instrument trades (Ord-Hume, 1984). The case is fashioned of ebony and houses “an 

extremely rare and important instrument consisting of a sixteen-note pipe organ and a sixteen-

string spinet that may be played independently of the organ” (Moore, 2003).  

 This instrument was built by Samuel Bidermann, his son (also Samuel), and Veit 

Langenbucher. According to Ord-Hume, “the Bidermann family was closely involved in the 

making of musical automata including automatic spinets and there is evidence that the family co-

operated with other members of automaton-making families such as the Langenbuchers and the 

Runggels” (1984: 10). 

Musical Clock with Spinet and Organ 
 
Maker: Veit Langenbucher (German, 
1587–1631) and Samuel Bidermann 
(German, 1540–1622) 
 
Date: ca. 1625 
 
Geography: Augsburg, Germany 
 
Medium: Ebony, various wood and metals, 
wire, parchment and leather 
 
Dimensions: Overall: 78.1 x 32 x 50 cm 
(30 3/4 x 12 5/8 x 19 11/16 in.) 
 
Classification: Chordophone 
 
Credit Line: Purchase, Clara Mertens 
Bequest, in memory of André Mertens, 
2002 
 
Accession Number: 2002.323 a-f 
 
On view in Gallery 684 
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 The musical clock in the Metropolitan Museum of Art gallery of instruments includes, 

“in addition to the organ and spinet, a clock and five carved and colorfully clad commedia 

dell’arte figures that perform a circling dance in the clock's tower when the instruments sound to 

mark the hours” (Moore, 2003). It is believed this particular musical clock is the “most musically 

elaborate automatic instrument” to survive from the 1600s, and it features three airs that were 

likely composed by Hans Leo Hassler (Moore, 2003). According to Ord-Hume, “the couched 

harp or spinet was developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These early string 

instruments featured just one string to each note. The first application of the pinned barrel to 

their playing seems to have come at about the beginning of the seventeenth century” (1984: 9). 

Hassler was the elder Bidermann’s teacher and an expert on pinning barrels (Ord Hume, 1984; 

Moore, 2003).  

 After the creation of this musical clock, and after the deaths of both Samuel Bidermann, 

Sr., and Veit Langenbucher, Bidermann’s two sons, Daniel and Samuel, Jr., sued the 

Langenbucher family in 1647. The Bidermann brothers accused the Langenbuchers of stealing 

their plans and creating musical automata in their style. The suit also stated that the 

Langenbucher defense claimed Hans Leo Hassler did not compose the majority of the music 

featured in the Bidermann and Langenbucher instruments, though this fact has been deemed 

incorrect (Groiss, 1980). It is interesting to imagine these families feuding after the deaths of the 

patriarchs who apparently worked together to create this particular musical clock. 

 

A note about provenance 

  This musical clock was created in Augsburg, Germany and previously owned by the 

now-closed Time Museum in Chicago. It was purchased by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

2002 from the Clara Mertens bequest, in memory of André Mertens. 
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This brass and silver instrument created in France in the late 17th to early 18th century 

was used for calibrating and making sundials. This portable sundial is one in a small collection 

gifted to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in the early 1900s by Mrs. Stephen D. Tucker in her 

husband’s honor. Though the creation of this particular instrument seems to overlap with a 

period when watch and clockmaking was rapidly developing in Europe, “advances in 

clockmaking during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries actually spurred interest in 

sundials” (Chandler and Vincent, 1967: 154).  

This portable instrument would have been used to calibrate other dials, as well as to set 

and regulate clocks to determine time. When used outdoors, the pointer (also called a style or 

gnomon) casts a shadow on the calibrated surface, revealing the time of day. This particular style 

may be adjusted for use from latitude 40 to 50 degrees (metmuseum.org) and has multiple hour 

rings (Chandler and Vincent, 1967). It is crafted of brass and inlaid with silver in elaborate, 

swirling leaf designs. Though its striking design makes it valuable as a work of art, its function 

as a portable sundial and calibrating tool make it useful for determining latitude and calculating 

the time. 

Combination portable sundial and 
instrument for calibrating sundials 
 
Date: ca. 1690–1710 
 
Culture: French 
 
Medium: Brass, silver 
 
Dimensions: 1-7/8 x 5-1/4 x 5-1/4 in. (4.8 
x 13.3 x 13.3 cm) 
 
Classification: Horology 
 
Credit Line: Gift of Mrs. Stephen D. 
Tucker, 1903 
 
Accession Number: 03.21.17 
 
On view in Gallery 532 
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According to Chandler and Vincent, the portable sundial is a marker in the history of 

sundials of “attempts to achieve ever greater accuracy” (Chandler and Vincent, 1967: 155). 

Additionally, this object demonstrates the prevalence of the class of portable dial known as a 

“Butterfield” dial, named for Michael Butterfield, an Englishman credited with designing this 

type of horizontal sundial while working in Paris between 1678 and 1727 (Chandler and Vincent, 

1967; Higton, 2002). This portable instrument is fashioned with bird-shaped supports, with the 

beak of the bird sliding along the time scale engraved on the style (pointer) to indicate “the angle 

appropriate to the use of the dial in a given latitude” (Vincent, 1987). Butterfield’s design 

became the standard for French sundials at this time, and the sheer existence of this calibrator 

indicates the dominance of the Butterfield dial (Chandler and Vincent, 1967; Higton 2002). 

Though this portable sundial and calibrator is not signed by its maker, it is discussed in 

Nicolas Bion’s famous treatise Traite de la Construction et des Pricipaux Usages des 

Instruments de Mathematique, first published in 1708, which is an indicator of its importance as 

a mathematical object at the time. Bion’s work was translated into English in 1723 by Edmund 

Stone and provides directions on how to use this calibrator, including a diagram with each piece 

labeled. Part of the instructions reads, “About the center (A) is drawn an horizontal dial upon the 

upper plate, for the latitude of the place it is to be used in, and the axis (B) is so adjusted, that the 

point thereof terminates in the center (A), wherein a small hole is made for a thread to come thro. 

There is also a compass (D) fastened to this upper plate, having a line in the bottom of the box, 

[showing] the variation of the needle” (Bion and Edmund, 1723: 236). 

According to Vincent (1987), this portable dial is not a “true Butterfield,” since it can 

also be used to draw the hour lines of a sundial on any flat surface (62). It is also possible this 

portable dial was one element of a set of instruments and could have been separated from the 

piece that was signed by its maker (Vincent, 1987). 

 

A note about provenance 

The combination portable sundial and instrument for calibrating sundials was created in 

France some time between 1690 and 1710. It is unknown who owned this instrument before Mrs. 

Stephen D. Tucker gifted it to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1903. In 1967, this object was 

featured in a special exhibit of the sundials in the Tucker collection (Chandler and Vincent, 

1967). 
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  This delicate, small clock is part of a line of functional tabletop items created by the 

House of Carl Fabergé. This clock in particular was made from a single block of rose jasper to 

ensure the color and grain of the hardstone would match perfectly and produce the best-looking 

piece (Keefe, 2008). It is adorned with embellishments in silver, silver gilt, gold, enamel, and 

glass. 

 The shape of the clock was inspired by the late 18th-century and early 19th-century fad 

of hot-air ballooning. At this time, Fabergé made larger clocks with a similar spherical shape, 

and then produced this tabletop version (Keefe, 2003). Though this piece is quite small, the 

metallic accents—the swirl of leaves around the face of the clock, the thin bands of laurel that 

separate the rose jasper egg into 16 even sections, the silver platform with Greek-inspired design, 

the claw-shaped feet, and the silver rosette and pineapple finial on top—make for an elegant 

piece with a presence larger than its dimensions (Matilda Geddings Gray Collection, 1972; 

Keefe, 2008). The white enamel clock face is a crisp accent against the deep pink hue of the 

jasper, as well as the metallic decoration.  

Spherical Clock 
 
House of Carl Fabergé 
 
Maker: Workmaster: Mikhail Evlampievich 
Perkhin (Russian, 1860–1903) 
 
Date: before 1899 
 
Culture: Russian, Saint Petersburg 
 
Medium: Rose jasper, silver, silver gilt, gold, 
enamel, glass 
 
Dimensions: Overall: 3 7/8 x 2 3/4 (diam.) in. 
(9.8 x 7 cm) 
 
Classification: Horology 
 
Accession Number: L.2011.66.10 
 
On view in Gallery 555 
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 This small spherical clock is one object in a substantial collection of Fabergé items 

assembled by collector Matilda Geddings Gray. Gray, who lived in Lousiana, was one of the 

most well known American collectors of Fabergé items. Gray first encountered the work of 

Fabergé at Armand and Victor Hammer’s display while attending the 1933 Century of Progress 

exhibition in Chicago (Keefe in von Habsburg, 1996). Gray was fascinated with the history of 

the Romanov dynasty and drawn to the Fabergé aesthetic (Keefe von Habsburg, 1996).  

 Gray was exposed to art and décor while attending the women’s division of Tulane. 

Gray’s interest in collecting and background in art led her to assemble what Malcom S. Forbes (a 

prolific Fabergé collector in later years) called “one of the most sumptuous and beautifully 

chosen collections of Fabergé in the United States” (Keefe in von Habsburg, 1996: 69). In 

addition to the spherical clock, Gray focused her collection on floral pieces and other tabletop 

items. 

 This clock was crafted in St. Petersburg, Russia by workmaster Mikhail Evlampievich 

Perkhin. Perkhin is credited with fashioning a number of Fabergé clocks over the years.  

 

A note about provenance 

 This spherical clock is currently on long-term loan at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It 

is owned by the Matilda Geddings Gray Collection of Louisiana. It has been exhibited at the 

New Orleans Museum of Art thrice, in 1972, 1992–1993, and 1996–1997. 
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 This multifunctional astrolabe is one of the most extraordinary objects within the Islamic 

Art collection at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It is both common in its use and efficiency of 

various functions and unique in its creation and provenance.  

 This Yemeni astrolabe was created by a man referred to as ‘Umar ibn Yusuf ibn ‘Umar 

ibn ‘Ali ibn Rasul al-Muzaffari who later went on to become a Rasulid sultan known as al-

Ashraf (Carboni, 2011). Perhaps for this reason, the astrolabe is quite well documented 

considering its age and relatively obscure geographic origin. It is crafted from brass and inlaid 

with silver, which is a typical style for Islamic-produced metalwork from this time period and 

later.  

 According to Carboni, before becoming a Rasulid sultan, al-Ashraf also spent time 

writing treatises about the “construction of astrolabes, sundials, and magnetic compasses” (2011: 

Astrolabe of ‘Umar ibn Yusuf ibn ‘Umar 
ibn ‘Ali ibn Rasul al-Muzaffari 
 
Date: dated A.H. 690/ A.D. 1291 
 
Geography: Yemen / Culture: Islamic 
 
Medium: Brass; cast and hammered, 
pierced, chased, inlaid with silver 
 
Dimensions: Case (a): Max. W. 7 5/8 in. 
(19.4 cm) Diam. 6 1/8 in. (15.6 cm) D. 
1/4 in. (0.6 cm) Bar with attached nail 
(b): Max. H. 1 7/8 in. (4.8 cm) Max. W. 1 
1/8 in. (2.9 cm) L. 5 in. (12.7 cm) Net 
(c): Diam. 5 in. (12.7 cm) Plates (d-g): 
Diam. 5 in. (12.7 cm) Pin (h): L. 1 3/4 in. 
(4.4 cm) W. 1/2 in. (1.3 cm) 
 
Classification: Metal 
 
Credit Line: Edward C. Moore  
 
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 
1891 
 
Accession Number: 91.1.535a–h 
 
On view in Gallery 454 
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159). Al-Ashraf’s close relationship with those who praised his treatises and construction work 

suggests that he possibly had collaborators in the construction of this particular astrolabe 

(Carboni, 2011).  

 In the vitrine within the Islamic art gallery, the astrolabe is displayed with three of four 

plates separated and on individual stands to show the intricate detailing on each part of this 

instrument. Only three of the four plates are original (King, 2005). Taking the astrolabe apart to 

allow people to view the different elements underscores both the astrolabe as an art object and 

the astrolabe as an instrument that can be used to determine sunrise and sunset for any day of the 

year, the times of the rising and setting of stars, or the altitudes and compass bearings of celestial 

bodies (Saunders, 1971). 

 According to King, al-Ashraf’s astrolabe has a feature quite unique to Islamic works from 

this time: “Inside a scale bearing the names of the zodiacal signs on the circle of the ecliptic is a 

scale divided into … 28 lunar mansions” (King, 2005: 627). This is further indication that this 

astrolabe is indeed from Yemen, since “traditional folk astronomy, in which the lunar mansions 

were a prominent feature, flourished alongside the more sophisticated tradition of mathematical 

astronomy” (King, 2005: 627). 

 The back of al-Ashraf’s astrolabe has a plethora of information, including two altitude 

scales, markings below the horizon for 12 seasonal hours, twelfth divisions of the length of the 

day and night, and terrestrial latitude to determine seasons (King, 2005: 630). 

 

A note about provenance 

 This astrolabe was one item among approximately 1700 bequest to the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in 1891 by Edward C. Moore. Another object in this exhibition catalogue, the 

timekeeper’s lidded box from Syria, was also among the Moore collection. In the collection 

overview, Masterpieces from the Department of Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

al-Ashraf’s astrolabe is highlighted as an important piece of art in part because of its known 

origin.  
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This lidded box crafted of brass and featuring intricate, arabesque decorations in inlaid 

silver was made in the 15th century during the Mamluk period in Syria. The Mamluk sultanate 

was divided into two dynastic reigns; it is most likely the metalwork techniques seen in this 

casket were developed during the Burji reign from 1250 to 1382 (Yalman, 2001).  

Though Mamluk metalwork styles were prevalent in Egypt and sought after in Europe 

and other parts of the Mediterranean, the Mamluk influence in Syria was not quite as strong. 

According to Aanavi (1968), the Arabic lettering seen near the clasp of the lidded casket may be 

an instance of the abjad system, which was actually derived from Hebrew numerology of 

assigning numeric values to letters of the alphabet. Aanavi argues that the casket is an exemplary 

piece of Islamic artwork that displays Arabic lettering with seemingly little translation, but in 

fact “the characters on the clasp of a Syrian casket are not abbreviations: they are magic. The 

four letters spell buduh, meaningless as a word but by no means ‘pseudo-Arabic’” (1968: 356). 

Though the style of the box and its decoration are relevant to its study, one of the most 

important details about this object is its intended use. This brass casket belonged to the 

timekeeper, or muezzin, who announced the call to prayer at the Umayyad Mosque, which was 

the earliest surviving stone mosque, built in the early 700s in Damascus (Encyclopædia 

Lidded Box of Muhammad al-Hamawi, 
Timekeeper at the Umayyad Mosque, 
Damascus 
 
Date: 15th century 
 
Geography: Syria / Culture: Islamic 
 
Medium: Brass; engraved and inlaid with 
silver 
 
Dimensions: H. 4 in., W. 6 11/16 in., D. 3 
1/4 in. 
 
Credit Line: Bequest of Edward C. 
Moore, 1891 
 
Accession Number: 91.1.538 
 
On view in Gallery 454 
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Britannica, 2014). The position of timekeeper was incredibly important; the person who used 

this box would have been well known and revered in the community. It is not certain what would 

have been kept inside this box, but it most likely would have been used for small, important 

religious objects. 

For devout Muslims, the call to prayer is a five-times-daily ritual. Before modern 

amplification systems, the call to prayer was made by a single person on whom the entire 

community relied to delineate their days and remind them of the time. For this reason, it seems 

logical that the timekeeper would be given such an ornate item.  

 

A note about provenance 

This lidded timekeeper’s box was one item of about 1700 items bequest to the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1891 by Edward C. Moore. Moore, who was himself a 

silversmith for Tiffany & Co., derived artistic inspiration from Islamic metalwork and other 

pieces of art and thus had an extensive collection of adorned items like this casket. In an article 

about Moore’s collection from an 1892 issue of The Collector, the unnamed author states “there 

is an Arab casket of the twelfth century, long and with rounded ends in brass, and with arabesque 

and silver and incised ornament” (1892: 200). In a description of the collection on the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art’s website, it is said “Moore developed a particular interest in 

Islamic metalwork and collected many examples from medieval Egypt, Syria, and Iran. He was 

looking for new motifs, forms, and techniques he could apply to his own silver creations” 

(metmuseum.org). Moore’s collection became the foundation of the Islamic art collection held 

by the Met today. 
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speaks to the importance of this style of metalwork with brass inlaid with other metals, 
like silver, that it would have a revival in the late 1890s.  
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This porcelain vase depicting the four seasons was created in China during the Kangxi 

period of the Qing dynasty between the years of 1662 and 1722. The vase is one ceramic object 

of 429 gifted to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1913 by collector Benjamin Altman. In 

addition to the ceramic pieces, Altman’s Chinese art collection includes 15 rugs, 51 paintings, 

and 27 sculptures (Chow, MMA Bulletin, 1961). Though it is larger in size, Altman’s collection 

has been compared to the John D. Rockefeller Chinese art collection at the Museum (MMA 

Bulletin, 1962).  

This vase is in many ways diagnostic of elements of Chinese culture, porcelain 

techniques, and art. According to Chow, “the Chinese porcelain of the Ch'ing [Qing] dynasty 

reached a peak of technical perfection during the reigns of three important emperors,” including 

the Kangxi emperor (MMA Bulletin, 1961: 10). Additionally, the vase represents the 

polychrome-on-biscuit ware technique known as famille verte in which the color green 

dominates the decoration (Wang Qingzheng, 2002). 

In this case, the vase depicts flowers illustrating the four seasons: peony for spring, lotus 

for summer, chrysanthemum for autumn, and prunus (or plum blossoms) for winter. Flowers, 

Vase with Flowers of the Four Seasons 
 
Period: Qing dynasty (1644–1911), 
Kangxi period (1662–1722) 
 
Date: early 18th century 
 
Culture: China 
 
Medium: Porcelain painted with colored 
enamels over transparent glaze 
(Jingdezhen ware) 
 
Dimensions: H. 19 1/4 in. (48.9 cm) 
 
Classification: Ceramics 
 
Credit Line: Bequest of Benjamin 
Altman, 1913 
 
Accession Number: 14.40.91 
 
On view in Gallery 200 
 

DIANA ROSENTHAL 27



animals, and other scenes from nature are among the most “universal symbols” in Chinese 

porcelain decoration, including pieces of Jingdezhen ware, such as this one (MMA Bulletin, 

1961). The flowers chosen to represent each season convey the passage of time; similarly, the 

vase itself may have been used to present gifts to friends and family to mark the change in the 

seasons or other special occasions (MMA Bulletin, 1961). Another interesting element of the 

vase’s construction is its rectangular shape. Vases shaped with straighter lines, which were often 

seen during the Kangxi period, are thought to show a more masculine side to porcelain pieces 

(Chow, MMA Bulletin, 1961: 10). 

This vase and other pieces from the Altman collection were moved to their current 

location in custom-made glass cases lining the “north and south balconies overlooking the 

stairway in the Great Hall” in the early 1960s (Chow, MMA Bulletin, 1961: 6–7).  

 

A note about provenance 

The Vase with Flowers of the Four Seasons is one porcelain item among a large 

collection of Chinese art bequest to the Metropolitan Museum of Art by Benjamin Altman in 

1913. Altman, who was born to Bavarian immigrants on the Lower East Side in 1840, created a 

successful department store, B. Altman and Co., in New York City in the 1860s. He began 

collecting art in the 1880s, and it is said he purchased “a pair of Oriental vases costing $35” in 

1882, though it is unknown if this vase was among them (New York Community Trust, 2000). 
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This striking wooden headdress stands at nearly 4 feet tall in the main African art gallery 

at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The headdress, which is known as a D’mba (or sometimes 

nimba), was created by the Baga peoples of Guinea on Africa’s northwest coast. “The Baga are 

demographically one of the smallest ethnic groups” in Guinea (Lamp, 1996b: 27). The D’mba 

headdresses are considered representative of Baga culture and are among the largest African 

masks known in the West (Curtis and Sarro, 1997). 

The D’mba is a symbol of motherhood, specifically the selfless nature of bearing and 

caring for children. The headdress features “pendant breasts … with which she has nursed 

numerous children to adulthood” to underscore the duty of mothers in the community to raise 

children. Typically, the D’mba headdress is paired with a long raffia and cloth skirt and 

masqueraded before harvests and at special occasions, though there are fewer performances since 

the 1950s (metmuseum.org). According to Lamp, the Baga people were forced to abandon 

D’mba headdresses and ceremonies during the “Marxist-Islamic Republic of Guinea,” though 

some people are returning to traditions in the last 20 years (1996b). In performance, the D’mba 

was worn by a young male dancer and adorned with brightly colored ornaments. The dancer 

Headdress: Female Bust (D’mba) 
 
Date: 19th–20th century 
 
Geography: Guinea, Niger River region 
 
Culture: Baga peoples 
 
Medium: Wood 
 
Dimensions: H. 46 1/2 x W. 13 7/8 x D. 26 
9/16in. (118.1 x 35.3 x 67.5cm) 
 
Classification: Wood-Sculpture 
 
Credit Line: The Michael C. Rockefeller 
Memorial Collection, Bequest of Nelson A. 
Rockefeller, 1979 
 
Accession Number: 1979.206.17 
 
On view in Gallery 350 
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would hold the large headdress by the legs and look through the small holes between the pendant 

breasts (Lamp, 2004b). 

In addition to calling attention to the birth of new life, the D’mba features many linear 

decorations, like carving of braided hair and lines on the face to represent the Baga ethnicity. The 

braided rows of hair are not characteristic of the Baga, but instead of the Fulbe people, “who 

inhabit the Futa Jallon mountains, where the Baga ancestors once lived,” making the hairstyle an 

acknowledgment of the past (metmuseum.org). 

The D’mba serves to delineate time for the Baga peoples in at least two ways; its 

connection to the birth of children signifies both the 9-month period a woman is pregnant and the 

lifelong commitment of raising a child, while its use during rainy-season ceremonies marks 

significant times during the year for the community as a whole. From a larger perspective, the 

D’mba today signifies the delineation of different political rulers and when Baga traditions were 

forbidden and permitted. 

 

A note about provenance 

 This D’mba was accessioned into the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s collection in 1979 

upon the bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller for the Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection. 

Prior to that, the headdress was at the Julius Carlebach Gallery in New York until 1956 and on 

loan to the Museum of Primitive Art from 1956 to 1978. 
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See the music, hear the dance: Rethinking African art at the Baltimore Museum of Art, 
222–225. 

 It is difficult to select only one reference by Fred Lamp to highlight. He is undoubtedly the 
preeminent scholar of D’mba, and perhaps of the Baga people in general. All of his writing 
contributed greatly to my understanding of this headdress and its significance to the culture 
of the Baga. This article, in particular, described the masquerade dance during which the 
D’mba is worn, which was useful. 
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  This small painting done on paper with ink, opaque watercolor, and gold vibrantly 

illustrates the relationship between Krishna and Radha in Hinduism. Krishna, who is a 

representation of god, falls into passionate love with Radha, a cowherd girl who is married, in 

the text of the Bhagavata Purana. Though Radha is initially unnamed in the text, the 12th-

century version of the Purana focuses on Krishna and Radha as lovers, and inspired a great deal 

of poetry and paintings centered on the passionate love between them, including the Sanskrit 

poem Gitagovinda by the Bengali poet, Jayadeva (Archer, 1957; Doniger, 2009). 

Scholars believe Krishna’s relationship with Radha became a focus of the Purana at a 

time when Muslim invasions of India caused the “seclusion of women” and, in a sense, an 

abandonment of love and romance in everyday relationships (Archer, 1957: 72). In the 12th-

Radha and Krishna Walk in a Flowering 
Grove (recto); Krishna Fluting (verso) 
 
The Kota Master  
(Indian, active in the early 18th century) 
 
Date: ca. 1720 (recto); ca. 1750–75 (verso) 
 
Culture: India (Rajasthan, Kota) 
 
Medium: Ink, opaque watercolor, and gold 
on paper 
 
Dimensions: recto: 7 1/2 x 4 3/8 in. (19.1 x 
11.1 cm), verso: 9 x 5 7/8 in. (22.9 x 14.9 
cm) 
 
Classification: Paintings 
 
Credit Line: Cynthia Hazen Polsky and 
Leon B. Polsky Fund, 2003 
 
Accession Number: 2003.178a, b 
 
On view in Gallery 464 
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century versions of the Hindu texts, it seems “the function of the new Krishna was to defend 

these two premises—that romantic love was the most exalted experience in life and secondly, 

that of all the roads to salvation, the impassioned adoration of God was the most valid” (Archer, 

1957: 72–73).  

Though there was an artistic focus on Krishna and Radha’s relationship as lovers in 

poetry and painting following the 12th century, another interpretation of their love (perhaps 

through a Christianized lens) characterizes their passion as religious allegory. “Radha, it was 

held, was the soul while Krishna was God. Radha’s sexual passion for Krishna symbolized the 

soul’s intense longing and her willingness to commit adultery expressed the utter priority which 

must be accorded to love for God” (Archer, 1957: 75). 

This particular painting was done at the beginning of the 18th century, though the focus 

on Krishna’s relationship with Radha, especially in art, remained strong after the 12th century. 

The rich use of color, the sense of the lovers’ suspended motion, the striking sunset and the 

flowering setting around them appears to “vibrate to their ecstasy,” showing the “quintessential 

Indian idea … that nature echoes the passions” (Kossak, 2003). This painting depicts a moment 

of true love and adoration in time for the pair, as well as a fleeting glimpse of the setting sun. 

According to Kossak, this work is the first of the Kota Master to enter the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art collections, and one of the only from the kingdom of Kota to depict imagery from a Hindu 

text (2003).  

Though the inspiration for this painting is religious, the connection between lovers is a 

universal theme, which perhaps illustrates that “Indian art doesn't stick to categories. Sacred and 

secular are often interchangeable” (Cotter, 2004). 

 

A note about provenance 

  This painting was created during the Kota Kingdom in Rajasthan, India in about 1720. It 

was collected by Cynthia Hazen Polsky and Leon B. Polsky and is currently on display in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Polskys have a large collection of Indian artwork, particularly 

paintings, and are interested in “increasing the awareness of the art of Indian Asia in the United 

States” (Rosenbaum, McInerney, 1982). 
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 Thomas Fearnley’s Sunset, Sorrento is a remarkable oil sketch on paper that depicts a 

vibrant sun as it sets over the water. It was painted in 1834 after Fearnley spent time visiting 

Italy for an extended period of time.  

 Fearnley’s untimely death at the age of 39 exposed his oil sketches, which were 

unfinished works in his eyes, to the public. His friend and mentor, Johan Christian Dahl, 

encouraged the Norwegian National Gallery to ask his widow for the sketches. Today, some 

scholars believe Fearnley’s delicate oil sketches of varying landscapes are better than his 

finished paintings.  

 According to Willoch, “hardly any Scandinavian painter has depicted Italy with more 

loving care than Fearnley in the play of light over the details” (1932: 250). Sunset, Sorrento is a 

perfect example of Fearnley’s dedication to conveying the beauty of the Italian scenery; the 

bright, small sun in the center of the painting emphasizes the fleeting quality of the moment and 

the stark lines in the clouds depict the incoming darkness.  

Sunset, Sorrento 
 
Thomas Fearnley  
 
(Norwegian, Frederikshald 1802–1842 
Munich) 
 
Date: 1834 
 
Medium: Oil on paper, laid down on card 
 
Dimensions: 5 3/4 x 10 1/8 in.  
 
Classification: Paintings 
 
Credit Line: Thaw Collection, Jointly Owned 
by The Metropolitan Museum of Art and The 
Morgan Library & Museum, Gift of Eugene V. 
Thaw, 2009 
 
Accession Number: 2009.400.57 
 
On view in Gallery 806 
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 Without the urging of Dahl, the public would never have been exposed to Sunset, 

Sorrento or the other oil sketches of landscapes in Fearnley’s body of work. The sketches 

provide not only a look at Fearnley’s command of the plein-air oil sketch medium, but also a 

glimpse into the scenes and moments in time that most pleased Fearnley. The oil sketches 

represent the work he did for himself, perhaps as inspiration or relaxation (Day and Faber, 2006). 

 Fearnley is thought of as one of Norway’s most important artists, thanks in part to the 

collection of oil sketches he may not have ever shown.  

 

A note about provenance 

 Sunset, Sorrento stayed within the Fearnley family for many years. Fearnley himself 

owned it until his death in 1842. From 1842 until 1927, Fearnley’s son, Hofjaegermester Thomas 

Fearnley, Oslo, held ownership of the sketch. In 1927, the ownership transferred to Fearnley’s 

grandson, Thomas Fearnley, Norway, until he sold it to Day & Faber, London, in 2006. Eugene 

V. Thaw, New York, purchased the painting in 2006 and gifted it to the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art and the Morgan Library & Museum in 2009. 
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 Claude Monet’s Morning on the Seine near Giverney is one painting of a series of at least 

17 canvases on the same topic. The oil painting beautifully depicts an Impressionist viewpoint of 

the early hours of the day along the Seine River near Monet’s hometown. His use of light, the 

blue and purple color palette, and the blurred quality to the reflections of the trees and sky in the 

water, encapsulates the feeling of the first hours of the day as the sun rises. 

 In addition to depicting a moment in time in quiet elegance, this painting represents 

somewhat of a turning point in Monet’s successful career. In the late 1890s, the success of his 

Haystacks series inspired him to continue working in series and to explore one theme across 

multiple canvases. In this way, “Monet’s dedication to making works in series and presenting 

these works as ensembles was his most important, influential, and abiding legacy to modern art” 

(Stuckey, 2007: 83). According to Stuckey, Monet’s success painting series can be attributed to 

the commercialization of art in the late 1800s and the desire among members of the public to 

own work (2007). For this reason, painting many canvases in the same manner instead of 

creating singular works of art was beneficial to Monet’s career. 

 The Morning on the Seine series, which Monet painted over the course of two years from 

both a makeshift boat-studio and a studio on land, is among the lesser known Monet paintings, 

mainly because the pieces were dispersed to different owners outside France following the 1898 

George Petit exhibition (Crespelle, 1986). The series took two years to complete because Monet 

Morning on the Seine near Giverny 
 
Claude Monet  
(French, Paris 1840–1926 Giverny) 
 
Date: 1897 
 
Medium: Oil on canvas 
 
Dimensions: 32 1/8 x 36 5/8 in.  
 
Classification: Paintings 
 
Credit Line: Bequest of Julia W. Emmons, 1956 
 
Accession Number: 56.135.4 
 
On view in Gallery 819 
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encountered bad weather for months on end and was known for his perfectionism (Tucker, 

1989).  

 The success of the Morning on the Seine series is thought to anticipate Monet’s Water 

Lilies series, which he painted in the early 1900s (Seiberling, 1981). 

 

A note about provenance 

 Morning on the Seine near Giverny was bequest to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

1956 by Julia W. Emmons. After its creation, the painting was owned by Bernheim-Jeune, Paris, 

until 1906. In the same year, it was sold to Durand-Ruel, Paris, and then Durand-Ruel, New 

York. In 1907, it was sold to Arthur B. Emmons, husband to Julia Emmons.  
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 Grant Wood’s whimsical painting The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere is a take on an 

historical event that inspired Wood when he was a child. Growing up, Wood was enamored with 

Longfellow’s 1860 poem “Paul Revere’s Ride” about Revere’s storied trip through Middlesex 

County in 1775 to alert fellow patriots of the British’s arrival and felt inspired by both the poem 

and the event itself (Corn, 1983).  

 In interviews, Wood remarked that he was motivated to paint this event because he 

thought of it as “a valuable and colorful part of our national heritage [that is] being lost as a 

result of the work of analytical historians and debunking biographers” (Corn, 1983). Wood 

himself found the story charming and set out to mirror that charm in his own interpretation. 

 The oil painting on masonite depicts several moments in time at once: a specific event, a 

turning point in the American Revolution, and the hour of midnight. Though it is based on a real 

event, Wood’s interpretation of Paul Revere’s historic ride is playful. The depiction of the horse 

resembles a child’s rocking horse more than a real-life animal. The trees and hills painted in the 

background are rounded unnaturally, resembling a soft, quilted pillow. Wood’s use of shadowing 

to create the appearance of light at such a late hour is both unreal and anachronistic; a late 18th-

The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere 
 
Grant Wood (American, Anamosa, Iowa 1892–
1942 Iowa City, Iowa) 
 
Date: 1931 
 
Medium: Oil on Masonite 
 
Dimensions: H. 30, W. 40 in. (76.2 x 101.6 cm) 
 
Classification: Paintings 
 
Credit Line: Arthur Hoppock Hearn Fund, 1950 
 
Accession Number: 50.117 
 
Rights and Reproduction: © Estate of Grant 
Wood/Licensed VAGA, New York, NY 
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century neighborhood would not have electrical lights illuminating the homes, as it seems in the 

painting.  

 Wood’s choice of subject matter is also a commentary on the time at which the painting 

was created; in the 1930s, American culture glorified “heroes” from the colonial and 

revolutionary periods (Corn, 1983). Corn argues that, in this sense, Wood’s Midnight Ride of 

Paul Revere is only one part of a larger “neo-colonial preservation movement” (1983: 86). 

 In carving out his own particular American style, Grant Wood truly symbolizes the 

Regionalist movement of American art in the 1920s and 1930s. Though he spent some time in 

Europe, his style did not emulate European contemporary art trends. One similarity between 

Wood’s work in Midnight Ride and some of the contemporary European paintings of biblical or 

mythological stories was the disregard for inserting inaccuracies into well-known events or 

stories (MMA, 1987: 129). In Wood’s case, the dreamlike nature of Midnight Ride demonstrates 

a disregard for historical representation; he creates another reality during which his version of 

this actual event takes place. 

 

A note about provenance 

 This painting has been exhibited as far as the Australian National Gallery (1986) and as 

close as the Whitney Museum in New York (1999). Though it was temporarily on display at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art during the summer of 2014, it is currently not on view. 
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