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In the midst of Detroit’s ¢ulture-
conscious northern suburbs and on the
grounds of a major state universily.
cxperts say valuable art treasures are
“literally being destroyed by neglect
at Mendow Brook Hall in Rochester.

Three other paintings in the Tudor
mansion remain fatsely atiribued to
artists three years after universily of-
ficlals were informed of the mis-
representations.

These and other facts about the
hall's contents were brought to light
in two documented reports prepared
by cxperts in May and Junc. 1972
*"They contend historical accuracy is
in jeopardy at the hall. willed 10 Oak-
land University as a cultural center
and conference facility by the fate Ma-
tilda Dodge Wilson, heiress to John
Dodge's. automotive fortunc. '

Mendow Brook Hall functions as “a
living muscum to the opulence of an-
ather era.” according to hall press re-
leases. The 100-room mansion has at-
tracted ore than 186,000 visitors. con-
fedence guests and partygpers al
semi-private_and private affairs

Lowell Eklund. hall administeator.
in an carlier statement. saw the hall's
potential as a regional cenler for
adult education. At thia time, Eklund
has refused comment and Donald D.
O'Dowd. president of Gakland Univer-
sity. was unavailable for comment

THOSE CONCERNED with preser-
valion of the hall and its contents *
have charged that X

eVnluable paintings and tapestries
on display there-arc in danger of de-
struction and in urgent need of resto-
ration

ePaintings arce falsely idertified on
hall markers. tape recorded informa-
tion and in the guide book, even
though experts in the 1972 report
brought this to the attention af univer:
sity offlicials !

#Shilting of contents withowt expert

mittee by Exlund, hall administrator
and dean of continuing education. Ac-
cording to those appointed. the cor
mittee ‘has never met.

BROWNELL EARNED a masters
degree from the Henry Francis Du-
Pont Winterthur Muscum in Wilming-
ton, Del.. the former residence of
H.F. DuPont. now the princigal center
for study of the American decorative

arts.

When he left Oakland University in
December 1973, Brownell took an ap-
polntment{yo the Maryland Historical
Society is a PhD candidate at Co-
lumbia University. He is considered
an expert in American art and archi-
tecture and widely consulted.

Brownell urged Exiund 10 seek ad-
vice either from the Henry Ford Mu-
seum of the Detroit Institute of Arts.
the only major comservation labora-
tory in Michigan. He reccived per-
mission from Eklund to invite Fred-
erick J. Cummings. director of the De-
troit Art Institute to the hall; Cum-
mings did not accept a fee for his
consultation

In an extensive memo sent 1o the
hall administrator, Cadl F. Bames
Jr.. chairman of the university art de-
pertment, and Donald D 0'Dowd.
president of Onkland University. Brow-
nell reported the perilous condition of
the hall.

He was praised for his work by all
three officials. In a memo of June 5.
1972, Exlund wrote: “I'm mast grate-
ful for the obvious amount of time
and wo'icitous care which has gone
into the preparation of this report.
And while therc are some dis
appointing revelations, | agree thal
we should take due consolation from
the quality and historical significance
of the pieces that are here.”

O'Dowd on June 20, 1972, wrotc
“Unfortunately we will be forced to
make ‘compromise between its ithe
hall'sicharacteristics as a museum
and its service as a conference cen-
ter. Nevertheless. the values that you
emphasize must be given as much at.

consultation and markers 16 record Jtention as possible.”

the changes could destory the histori-
cal value and cultural expetience of
Meadow Brook Hall for the future.
+Routine precautlonary.care of paint.
ings and rugs to guard agaihst wear
by hall visilors has not been taken
eHall contents are sold before ex-
pert appraisal of their historical and
monetary worth is known '

Although the hall receives no public
funds or cndowment, in jts first year
open, it operated al a profit and in the
{ast {wo years, has made more than
£10.000 set aside in 8 reserve fund. .
This 1= beyond the approximately
£200.000 operating budget.

According 1o the Internal Revenue
Service, Mendow Btook 1lall enjoys -
1ax exempt sialus as an “exclusively
educational institution.”

Oakland University received
$275.000 from the Matilda R. Wilson
Fund and $180,000 from the Kresge
Foundation when the hall opened in
197 .

VISITORS WHO pay $350 and 82
isenior citizens) were Invited in a re-
cent press release 1o enjoy the hall
where “true worth lies in the price-
fess and irreplaceable examples of
building artistry found in abundance
throughout the home

In 1929. Meadow Brook Hall cost
about $3.5 million to build and § mil-
fion to fumnish. Yet nearly all the rec:
ommendations made by experts three
years ago to preserve the hall have
not been (oflowed. The maintenance
of the mansion built principally by
American craftsmen. is the’ responsi-
bility of the hall administrator and
the university

In May 1972, Charles Brownell. then
an assistant professor in the Oakland
Universily Art Depaitment urged that
professional consullation whs needed
at the hall Brownell was appointed lo
a Meadow Brook Hall Advisory Com-

¥

YET, THE deterioration and preser-
vation problems noted in the May 31
miemo and a second report made by
the chief conservator of the Detroit In-
gitute of Arts have not been cor-

od.

The May 31 memo. which included
Brawnell's consultation with Cum-
mings. reported that the ojf painting
by Jean-Francois Raffdelll. “The
Woodcutter. " was: “The finest work
1 have scen by this important painter
The picture ix in danger of destruction
if not properly treated as soon as pos-
sible, ' according to Cummings

The Raffaelli currently hangs in Al-
fred Witson's study. now Eklund's of-
fice. 1t is warping In a concsve arc
away (rom the wall and splinters of
the panel are breaking away from the
surface. according to trained observ.
ers,
There is no mention of the painting
anywhere in the Meadow Brook Hall
Guide Book including the section on
the study. [nstead. the guide book
points out that the study has “‘prob-
ably the most intriguing feture of the
entire house —the Secret Staircase.”

According to Cummings. a special-
ist in French and E n paintings.
the Raffaelli is of the highest quality
and among the two most valuable
patntings in the mansion

THE MOST current world auction
house figures available, recorded in
the “World Collectors Anmuary, 1973."
indicate a top-quality Raffaelli
brought nearly $40,000

In a June 20, 1972 memo to Brow-
nell. Eklund forwarded a request
from the Wilson Trustees concerning
the repair of the Raffaelll. Ekiund .
wrote: “We would like some idea of
the projected cost. length of time.‘etc.
The Trudtees of the Matilda Wilson
Fund who have indicated that they
may be willing (o pick up the cost for

‘Notby Turner.'

by Ratfaeili was taken down for repair. three years

fier the Observer & Eccentric began its investigatisn, T‘L
WoogRutter

atterdexperts reported it was sphtting on the wall The painting
150t fixed yet. . -

such a repair job have also asked
about the approximate current value
of the painting in order to determine
whether it would be worth the in-

vestment

In a threé-page memo of June 21
1972, Brownell detailed the nsing
value of Raffaelli's work. Like other
French painters of the late 1th cen-
tury, Ralfaclh's works had becn over-

IF NO conservation attention can be
given, the tapesines should be taken
down. rolled and stored to prevent fur-
ther detertoration.”” the curator
urged.

As conservation measures have
been disregarded. information veri-
fying the false attributions of three
paintings in the hall also was not
acted upon. The May 31 memo in-

shadowtd b the tmp only
10 berecxamicied in the last 10 years.
According to prices available to
Brownel: three years ago. a top qual
ity Rafiaelh sold for $3.120 in 1963 In
the June 21 memo. Brownell advised

Fxlund 1 belicve sestoration of the
Rafiaell: to be a prudent financial
Investment

To further examine the condition of
the painting and other works in the

officials of these

Brownell and Cummings

Yet in the newly installed tape re-
cording guides and hall markers.
these false attributions remain. They
also remain in the current guide book.
revised (wice since the Brownell re-
port was given to university officials

The report concludes that:

oThe wouldbe Sir Anthony Van

X " i

BECAUSE, THE Wilson Rembrandt

2 masterpiece
ot the hall, it was given o the Detroit
Institte of Arts.

Although Mrs. Wilson had 3 dispute
with the institute many years ago. the
trustees decided the Rembrandt's
placement there was the most reason-
able option left to safeguard the paint-

done only for good reason and that
changes de documented with hall

the May 31 memo to change the place-
ment of the valuable Munllo

““The Murillo. a masterful painting
. . Is virtually inaccessible and almost

nell wrote,
“At the hall. where 1 have noticed

gly arditrary ad
:x‘!hi pore (1972). the policy must
ing is shifted al it

ot good reason. both to w::'gvr{:e
surviving Wilson placements and to
protect the objects themselves

“Beyond any whisper of a question.
Meadow Brook Hall ts a major docu-
ment in the history of 2th century
taste. [deally. lo prevent the en-
semble from turning into a forged
document, every object in the house
ought to be where the Wilsons had it

The teeds of a new, functioning con-
ference and cultural center together
with the dispersal of a number of the
peintings require compromise. but
that compromise aim at the
greatestfideligy to the Wilson's use of
the house . . or the mamsion will
tum into an interesting non-historical
set that might as well not be con-
nected with the Wilsons of the name
Meadow Brook Hall at all™

OF THE changes made since
Brownell wrote this to the adminis-
trator of the hall in 1972 the shifing
of paintings and furniture is evident,

ing o trained observers. Many

hall, the art professor got pe

from Eklund for Jame Greaves.

cluel conservator at the Detroirt In-

stitute of Arts, to inspect the paintings

on June 2, 1972 His visit cost the hall
7

In his report to Ekiund. the con
servator wrote of the Raffaetii: Con-
dition:  severe splitting ol original
panel with some loss of paint. vamish
is discolored. overpunting evident.
Conclusion: Top priority. | believe an
estimate of $2.000 would cover a com:
plete job”

ALTHOUGH NELSON L. Meredith,
president of the Matilda R. Wilson
Fund. requested the rt (rom Ek-
hind on the Raftaclli’s vatue. he sad
he did not receive it

“1 never saw the June 21. 1572
memo on the painting’s value.”” Me-
redith said 1 was never given a
copy of the May 31. 1972 report dn the
condition of the hall's art work. and |
never saw the report from the con-
servator of the art insutute.”

Eklund has refused comment and
O'Dowd was unavailable for com-
ment.

A sccond work of ar of consid:
erable value was judged top prionity
by the Greaves report and appears
also to have been ieft to deterwrate
The report three years ago notified
the hall administrator about a 17th
century style Fiemish tapestry on the
first 1anding of the @rand staircase

“Condition. Extremely bad hang-
ing arrangement. overall condition 1s
weak and dirty Recommendation: An
accurate appraial of the tapestry’s
monetary and hidtoric worth should
be made because if its value is great
enough this piece should be given top
priority

**At present. it 18 literally being de-
stroyed on the walt and proper treat-
ment and hanging techniques must be
employed if it is to survive.”

THIS IS the way a curator knowl-
edgeable in tapesirics from the De-
troit Institute of Arts found the Flem-
fsh work still hanging. In response to
an inquiry by the Observer & Eccen-
tric. she volunteered 1o examine the
tapestries at the hall without accept-
ing & fee

“The Flemish scene on the landing.

A%
one in the ballroom. and a French

work on the back staircase were

judged “artistically significant. -;1

Dye! ndportrat” was.
Qummings: “Not 3 Van Dyck g a
very high quality indeed, the work of
such an important French painter as
Jean-Baptist Oudry or perhaps Alex-
andre-Francols Desportes. Brownell
said: “"The attribution was 100 years
and hundreds of miles off.”

eJohn Constabie’s “The Farm by
the River™ is in Cummings sudgment.
“absolutely hot a Constable. " In Brow.
nell’'s view, ““an inept imitation of Con-
stable bt also an inept painting

*The Joseph Mallord William Turn-
er "Rocks at Colgang on the Ganges™

In the guide book drawing room sec-
tion. it states: ““Two of the more im-
portant paintings in the Meadow
Brook Hall coliection hang in this
room' “‘The Farm by the River” by
John Constable and William Turner’s
“Rocks at Colgang on the Ganges.”

But the guide book praises its own
accuracy in special acknowledg-
ments: “The accuracy and thorough-
ness of this booklel would not have

* been possible without the many contri-

tattions from . . . others who have be-
come histonans as well as (riends of
the Hall”

DESPITE DISCOVERY of these
etrors. Brownel urged university offi-
cials to take heart in the authengic
works of great value that remain in
the hall

“1f. perhaps. you are

changes have been made in the Wil-
son family bedrooms where beds have
been set up for conference guests. in-
cluding Mrs. Wilson's Louis XIV suite
where the silk wall covering now is
water stained and frayed.

Toom. Observers report almost none
of the original furniture remains. The
room was closed for 12 years 1o every-
one except Mrs. Wilsan after Danny's
tragic death at the age of 21
Two films recording the original
placements at the hall were made; one
features Mrs. Wilson on a tour. This
film was shown st commencement in
1968 st Oukland University. The film

shorough was X

Brownell urged that the painting be
moved from its position in the great
hall because it was being damaged by
the air flow behind the veivet drapery
it hung on. The change was made, but
a year after the recommendation

ditheartened by unweicome news,
such as the paintings that eanl live
up to the attnbutions jammed onto
them. then take a renewed. good look
a what all Meadow Brook Hall is and
has. sucn as the Murillo. the Raf-
{aelli, the Grewze, the Reynolds. the
Calightful “Van Dyck” by some excel-
jent 1&h century French painter. the
works by IRh century artists who
only now emerge from neglect. the
Tiffany glass which in quantity would
sink a good-sized bost and the Tiffany
water colors. the carpets. the en-
semble which condtittes a major

These sentiments were presaged by
Alfred Wilson in a letter written in
1962 to a friend. “We consider that we
have a nice collection of pictures.
some beautiful woodwork and carved
plaster. Sometimes after we are, gone.
possibly the hall may be called the
Wilson Art Hall.” -

Of the paintings left in the hall.
those by Brownell are

though certainty not i
serve preservation.”

““The Flemish scene on the landing
it now almost beyond repair.” the
curator said. “The deterioration could
be stopped if immediate conservation
was given.”’

She also reported that, in general.
the tapestries at Meadow Brook Hall
are improperly hung and in danger of
scrious and irreparable damage.

“In fact. none of the tapestrics are
lined, in most cases they are subject
1o too much light. they are dirty and
tattered. and because they have been
hanging too long without an opportu-
nity to rest, most are separating and
will continue to do so.

“1f nothing else. all the tapestries
should be allowed to rest and be super-
ficially cleancd and lined.” she said’
*This would cost between $2.000-3.000
a piece and should certainly be dofie
for the three artistically valuable ta-
;‘Qﬂﬂl‘! .

judged to be major works of value. In
momentary value, paintings of quality
bie to the Wilson collection

were lited in the “World Collectors
Annuary 1973

*A top quality Raffselli brought
$40,000.

eA Reynolds of high popularity
brought $40.000.

eAn averange range Murillo went
for $35,000.

eDupont's work sold from $1.000-
$15.000.

*Grewze
$10,000.

Ranking them according to artistic

value, Cummings lists: the Murillo,
the Raftaelli, the Greuze. Reymolds

and .

These paintings were among those
not s0id by the estate at Park-Bernet
in New York in 1970. Then. nine paint-
ings brought §178.000.

brought between $6.000-

cluded the
umm%mm
“Oll paintings ly vacuumed on
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age. especially in the tower half:
cleaning would improve the appear-
ance "

. Needed to repair this painting.
Greaves estimated at most $350.
“Nothing was ever requested after
the report was made.” he said. And
the Ford Museurn was also not con-
tacted. “We have done no consulting
for Meadow Brook Hall and no resto-
ration work,”" said Edward Gilbert.
chief conservator of the Henry Ford
Museurn.

AS NONE of the general advice in
the conservator's report was followed.
other general recommendations in the
Brownell memo of 1972 were also not

heeded.
Brownell in the May 31 memo urged

‘.dndthvrdzdlrrodmlrup,

throughtout the house. “The solution
is one that § learned . .. at the Winter-
thur Museumn. where conservation
are second to none in the

4

*There, runners of neutral color
and inexpensive commercial make
are laid across the carpets in the end
us opposed to the much cheaper thin
mats which serve very well. ” Brow.
nell_wrote.

(and from an tustori-

counseling He wrote to the adminis-
trator then:

“The problems are not yet im-
mense. and tackled immediately they
will resolve awiftly: Some advice
costs money, and much does not
Free source of information . . is the
Winterthur Museum which has de~
vised exceilent procedures for han
ding tour groups.

According to the head curator at the
museum. Winterthur has never been
called by officials of Meadow Brook
Hall, despite the fact that visiting Win-
terthur ‘experts once offered sugges-
tions. a Brownell's -

The lack of essional advice af-
fected not only contents of the hall bt
those items sold in numerous auc-
tions, according to Brownell
" He claims expert advice wasirarely
sought before private and Fﬂl\t suc-
tions were held to raise mooney

fnajor sales were those of Sep-
tember, 1970, October 1972 and Novem:
ber 1%

Al that time. Brownell examined
some of the furniture to be auctioned
and found it historically valuable n
an appeal to O'Dowd. Brownell suc.
ceeded in having removed nine pleces
of Stickley furniture. 1t was placed ori
Toan to the Oxford Histonical Society.

EARLIER THAT year. Brownell
sent 3 memo dated June 27 to Exlund
regarding the sale of objects at the Car-
riage House, later conlinued in the
qardener’s room in the hall and now
in the basement of the hail, according

: 1 was appalled almost
beyond words to discover that major
items of furniture from the Boston
Boulevard residence are (o be offered
for sale once a committee prices
them. These are items which should

on no account leave the hall they
record developments in taste within
one famuly group over a period of
nearly a full century and thereby re-
cord the developments in North Amer:
xan taste .

“Al the same time. furnishings of
this kind as yet command no signifi-

in a souvenir shop to souvenir hunters
and when priced by non-profes-
sonals.” he said

At one {urniture sale. Brownell him-
self bought John Dodge's arm chalr
S,

Besides the saie of furniture without
expert consultation. Brownell claims
books were sold without professiona!
appraisal in the July sale of 1573 "1
can remember the sale of many histor-
ically valusble books. A first edition
of 'The Complete Tales of Uncle
Remus’ by Joel Chandier Harris was
among them.” he said.

YEARS later the sale of
Mry_ Wilson's reading material contin-

g

cal documents.
others are even given away

*As | was leaving the hall one day. -
it was being renovated for pub-
e use, | gave a carpenter a lift

"“Ha tcid me of a scrapbook which
he said had been given to him by &
hail staff member. It was a scrapbook

i

g

of document away,”" Browneil said.
Although he acknowledges it takes
maney to run the M!I. he urged anxt

promise.

“There have (o be necessary com-
promises to keep maney coming in at
the hall." he said “But there is » dif-
ference between doing this and ruth.
fessly running the building and its con-
tents into the ground by huckstering
anything that can be huckstered on
one hand and on the ather, refusing to .
take proper care of what is there.

K y is a nfce noisy way
of trying to cover up the refusal of in-
dividuals st the hall to apply any




