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Between 1900 and 1929, a dynamic network of American museums 
emerged to organize travelling exhibitions of modern art. This development 
was driven primarily by smaller, recently-established institutions such as the 
Albright Art Gallery in Buffalo (now the Buffalo AKG Art Museum), the Detroit 
Museum of Art, and the City Art Museum of Saint Louis. This article focuses on 
the Albright Art Gallery under the directorship of Cornelia B. Sage (1876-1936, 
director 1910-1924) to shed light on the rapid professionalisation of museums 
and art exhibitions in early twentieth-century America. Drawing on extensive 
archival records from the Buffalo AKG Art Museum, the study examines how 
travelling exhibitions were strategically employed to transform museums into 
modern, professional institutions. Through an analysis of Sage’s activities, ob-
jectives, and networks, it highlights the role of travelling exhibitions in shap-
ing the profiles and operations of American art museums during this period 
– and demonstrates how these earlier initiatives created the groundwork on 
which The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) would later build its influential 
exhibition strategies.

Tra il 1900 e il 1929 emerse una rete dinamica di musei americani per 
organizzare mostre itineranti di arte moderna. Questo sviluppo è stato guida-
to principalmente da istituzioni più piccole e di recente costituzione come la 
Albright Art Gallery di Buffalo (ora Buffalo AKG Art Museum), il Detroit Mu-
seum of Art e il City Art Museum di Saint Louis. Questo articolo si concentra 
sulla Albright Art Gallery sotto la direzione di Cornelia B. Sage (1876-1936, 
direttrice 1910-1924) per far luce sulla rapida professionalizzazione dei musei 
e delle mostre d’arte nell’America dell’inizio del XX secolo. Attingendo a vasti 
documenti d’archivio del Buffalo AKG Art Museum, lo studio esamina come le 
mostre itineranti siano state strategicamente utilizzate per trasformare i mu-
sei in istituzioni moderne e professionali. Attraverso un’analisi delle attività, 
degli obiettivi e delle reti di Sage, si evidenzia il ruolo delle mostre itineran-
ti nel plasmare i profili e le operazioni dei musei d’arte americani durante 
questo periodo – e mostra come tali iniziative abbiano creato le basi su cui il 
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) avrebbe successivamente costruito le proprie 
influenti strategie espositive.
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Introduction

In 1953, UNESCO published the 
Manual of Travelling Exhibitions, 
a comprehensive handbook on or-
ganising touring exhibitions au-
thored by Elodie Courter Osborn 
(1911-1994).1 Osborn, the first direc-
tor of the Department for Circulat-
ing Exhibitions at The Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA) in New York 
City from 1933 to 1947, provided 
practical, technical, administrative, 
and managerial guidance that es-
tablished the manual as the “most 
complete survey of all aspects of 
travelling exhibitions” of the time.2 
Her work, rooted in extensive prac-
tical experience – MoMA organised 
no less than 461 touring exhibitions 
between 1931 and 19543 – has been 
credited with playing a pivotal role 
in professionalising the field of mu-
seum exhibitions, particularly trav-
elling exhibitions.4 The significance 
of Osborn’s contribution is often 
viewed in conjunction with MoMA’s 
modernist ethos and activities. Re-
flecting its mission to bring modern 
art to audiences across the United 
States, “travelling exhibitions were 
central to the Museum’s education-
al goals from the start.”5 Thus, the 
department under Osborn’s leader-
ship held an almost “missionary” 
responsibility.6

While the narrative of modernity 
surrounding MoMA often empha-
sises innovation and a break from 
tradition in artistic styles, display 
modes and communication strate-
gies,7 it can obscure the museum’s 
reliance on earlier methods that 
contributed to the professionalisa-
tion of museum work. Notably, Os-
born’s Manual remains remarkably 
silent about the earlier wave of trav-
elling exhibitions that occurred in 

the United States between approxi-
mately 1900 and MoMA’s founding 
in 1929.8 During this period, a sig-
nificant number of temporary, often 
travelling, modern art exhibitions 
took place in American museums. 
These efforts – largely initiated by 
smaller institutions in so-called “pe-
ripheral” cities – created founda-
tional structures of exhibition prac-
tice, networking, and logistics upon 
which MoMA would later build.

This phenomenon remains under-
explored, with existing studies fo-
cusing primarily on fragmented case 
studies of individual artists, cura-
tors and art critics. For example, re-
cent research on the Spanish paint-
er Joaquín Sorolla (1863-1923) has 
revealed that temporary exhibitions 
of his work in New York, Chicago, 
Buffalo, and Saint Louis in 1909 and 
1911 greatly influenced the dissem-
ination, popularity and collection 
(both private and public) of his art 
in the United States.9 Similarly, the 
“scholar-agent” Martin Birnbaum 
(1878-1970) has been recognized as 
“one of the foremost innovators” in 
the exhibition of prints in America 
before 1920 through the exhibitions 
of graphic art he arranged for var-
ious museums.10 Additionally, An-
drew Walker’s research highlights 
how the proliferation of circuit ex-
hibitions during the 1920s helped 
establish modern art and criticism 
in America before MoMA institu-
tionalised modernism.11 These stud-
ies make clear that the modern art 
exhibitions resulted from extensive 
networks and collaborative efforts 
among museum curators, directors, 
and other agents, yet the precise na-
ture and impact of these strength-
ening networks on the profession-
alisation of emerging art museums 
remains understudied.
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This article seeks to address this gap 
by examining the professionalisa-
tion of American art museums and 
exhibitions in the early twentieth 
century through the lens of travel-
ling exhibitions. While scholarship 
on museum professionalisation of-
ten focuses on collection formation 
and museum management,12 the 
design and display of permanent 
presentations,13 or the profiles of 
museum workers and their emerg-
ing professional associations,14 less 
attention has been paid to the or-
ganisation of temporary travelling 
exhibitions and related curatorial 
practices.15 By examining the trav-
elling exhibitions of modern art or-
ganised by a network of emerging 
American art museums, this study 
contributes to ongoing debates 
about the processes of professional-
isation in art museums. Specifically, 
it explores how these exhibitions 
helped shape museums into mod-
ern and professional organisations 
prior to MoMA’s emergence as cen-
tral institution for Classical Moder-
nity – and how MoMA’s later dom-
inance built upon infrastructures 
and relationships developed in this 
earlier period.

This study benefits from a recent 
shift in museum history towards an 
increased focus on network anal-
ysis, means of exchange, and the 
introduction of the concept of the 
“relational museum”, which draws 
attention to the “relationships be-
tween objects and people within 
an institution”.16 These approaches 
have allowed, among others, the ex-
amination of the personal relation-
ships that often underlie the forma-
tion of museum collections,17 and 
the extent to which evolving na-
tional and international networks 
“facilitated an exchange of materi-

als and ideas among museum spe-
cialists and administrators as they 
established increasingly similar 
standards of museum practice”.18 
Additionally, the networks museum 
professionals developed significant-
ly influenced these institutions’ role 
as “knowledge enterprise”, shaping 
knowledge, taste, and public bene-
fit.19 With regard to specific profes-
sional activities such as museum 
exhibition design, a rigorous theo-
retical focus on deconstruction and 
decentralisation has further broad-
ened our understanding of museum 
work as a collaborative and creative 
practice.20

Further building on these research 
trends and frameworks, this article 
examines the professionalisation of 
art museums through travelling ex-
hibitions of contemporary art, with 
a focus on the role of professional 
exchange. It delves into practices 
such as networking, project coor-
dination, and the standardisation 
of processes related to insuring, 
packing, shipping, and publicising 
artworks. Moving beyond canonical 
modern art centres like Paris, Vi-
enna, Munich, and New York City,21 
this research draws on the well-doc-
umented case of the Albright Art 
Gallery in Buffalo (now the Buffalo 
AKG Art Museum), which opened 
in 1905, and featured an active pro-
gramme of temporary circulating 
exhibitions from its inception.

The study is grounded in the exten-
sive archival records of Cornelia B. 
Sage (1876-1936), the first female di-
rector of a major American art mu-
seum, who led the Albright Art Gal-
lery from 1910 to 1924. Her detailed 
records, preserved in the archives 
of the Buffalo AKG Art Museum, in-
clude correspondence and admin-
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istrative files related to numerous 
exhibitions she organised, such as 
the Exhibition of Pictorial Photogra-
phy (1910), the first of its kind in the 
United States,22 and the retrospec-
tive on Constantin Meunier (1913-
1914) (Fig. 1).23 These materials also 
detail the work of the Association 
of Art Museum Directors (AAMD), 
a network organisation co-founded 
by Sage in 1916 that significantly 
advanced the flourishing of circu-
lating exhibitions during the 1920s.

The article begins by outlining the 
evolving exhibition cultures in Eu-
rope and the U.S. during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, along with the changing 
cultural, economic, and fiscal condi-
tions that facilitated the rise of trav-
elling exhibitions. It then focuses 
on the Albright Art Gallery under 
Sage’s directorship, analysing her 
aims, strategies, and achievements 
through a case study of the Meuni-
er retrospective. The study explores 
aspects of the exhibition’s organisa-
tion, administration, logistics, and 
communication to illustrate how 
Sage used travelling exhibitions to 
position her museum as a modern, 

professional institution. Finally, the 
article examines the broader role of 
the AAMD in developing travelling 
exhibitions as a collaborative en-
deavour, demonstrating how these 
exhibitions contributed to the pro-
fessionalization of American art 
museums and their emergence as 
promoters of modern art.

Evolving exhibition practices and 
the rise of art museums in Amer-
ica

In her 1953 Manual, Elodie Osborn 
highlights a series of 1850s loan exhi-
bitions organised by London’s South 
Kensington Museum (now the Victo-
ria and Albert Museum) and circu-
lated among various art schools as 
prototypes for the type of travelling 
exhibitions she and her team later 
developed at MoMA.24 By framing 
her work within a tradition of di-
dactic aims, Osborn emphasized the 
educational mission underpinning 
her initiatives to make modern art 
accessible to broad audiences in the 
1930s and 1940s. However, this fo-
cus omits other origins of exhibition 
practices, which began in the late 

Fig. 01:
Installation view 
of Constantin Me-
unier (20 Novem-
ber-22 December, 
1913, Albright Art 
Gallery), Acade-
my Notes, Volume 
IX, Number 1, 
January 1914-Oc-
tober 1914, page 
13. Buffalo AKG 
Art Museum Ar-
chives and Digital 
Assets Collection.01
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eighteenth century and shaped ex-
hibition cultures through the organ-
isation of shows featuring works by 
living artists.

In Europe, the development of 
contemporary art exhibitions was 
closely tied to the academic system 
and networks centred in traditional 
art hubs. Until the late nineteenth 
century, these efforts were domi-
nated by the annual Salons organ-
ised by the academies. These exhi-
bitions, governed by strict juries, 
determined access to exhibition op-
portunities and the sale of artworks, 
profoundly shaping the careers of 
artists.25 Salons typically occurred 
in fixed locations, at times with-
in the nascent museums that often 
evolved out of the academies them-
selves.

By contrast, the United States, with 
its vast geography and emerging in-
frastructure, saw the early adoption 
of travelling exhibitions as a means 
to bring art and culture to remote 
areas. As early as 1820, artist Rem-
brandt Peale (1778-1860) pioneered 
the concept of touring exhibitions 
to promote artistic literacy, elevate 
public taste, and achieve personal 
fame. Lacking centralized institu-
tions for art exhibitions, the U.S. 
relied on travelling exhibitions to 
reach its growing population.26

Over the course of the nineteenth 
century, opportunities for living 
artists expanded with the advent 
of International Exhibitions, which 
included sections dedicated to con-
temporary art.27 The first official 
World’s Fair in the United States 
was held in Philadelphia in 1876, 
followed by events like the World’s 
Columbian Exposition in Chicago 
(1893), the Pan-American Exposi-
tion in Buffalo (1901), and the Lou-

isiana Purchase Exposition in St. 
Louis (1904). These fairs not only 
showcased the booming American 
industry and economy, but also 
demonstrated a growing appetite 
for luxury goods and cultural expe-
riences. The increasing art produc-
tion for American audiences in Eu-
rope further reflected the demand 
for European art and the desire of 
European artists and dealers to ex-
pand their markets overseas.28

By the late nineteenth century, a 
new, wealthy middle-class commu-
nity in America was increasingly 
“hungry for art”.29 During the Gild-
ed Age, collectors sought canonical 
European artworks to bolster their 
cultural status and ambitions, while 
American artists aspired to emu-
late established models to enhance 
their professional development.30 
As collectors, philanthropists, and 
museums multiplied, the U.S. began 
to emerge as a major player in the 
global art market.31

Initially, this boom was concen-
trated along the East Coast, where 
institutions like the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and the Boston Mu-
seum of Fine Arts (both founded in 
1870) created prominent public col-
lections. Wealthy individuals such 
as William Henry Vanderbilt, Hen-
ry Clay Frick, and Isabella Stewart 
Gardner further expanded the cul-
tural landscape by founding pri-
vate galleries. Demand for art and 
cultural goods soon spread to the 
so-called “Rust Belt”, prompting the 
establishment of museums such as 
the Art Institute of Chicago (1879), 
the Saint Louis Art Museum (1879), 
the Detroit Museum of Art (1885, 
today Detroit Institute of Arts), the 
Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh 
(1895, now the Carnegie Museum of 
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Art), and the Albright Art Gallery in 
Buffalo (1905, now the Buffalo AKG 
Art Museum). The directors of these 
institutions, including William M.R. 
French (1843-1914, Chicago), Halsey 
C. Ives (1847-1911, Saint Louis), and 
Charles M. Kurtz (1855-1909, Buffa-
lo), were deeply involved in organ-
ising the Fine Arts sections of the 
World Fairs of 1893, 1901, and 1904, 
giving them extensive experience 
in the logistical, administrative, and 
financial aspects of temporary ex-
hibitions, including the administra-
tion of loans.32

However, the importation of Euro-
pean art to the U.S. was hampered by 
high tariffs, which were a frequent 
subject of public debate.33 Between 
the 1880s and 1913, import duties 
on art ranged from 10 to 30 percent, 
significantly increasing costs for 
collectors and museums. While the 
Payne-Aldrich Act of 1909 exempted 
works over twenty years old from 
these duties,34 it had little effect on 
the circulation of contemporary art. 
Only with the Underwood-Simmons 
Act of 1913 were tariffs on modern 
art abolished, a reprieve that last-
ed until rates were raised again in 
1918.35

A key exception, introduced with 
the Dingley Tariff Act of 1897, al-
lowed artworks imported for the en-
couragement of the arts and scienc-
es during temporary exhibitions to 
enter the U.S. duty-free, provided 
they were not for sale and their ex-
hibition duration did not exceed six 
months (with a possible six-month 
extension).36 This regulation facili-
tated the organisation of exhibitions 
by reducing costs and provided the 
legal and administrative framework 
for events orchestrated by Cornelia 
Sage and her colleagues. The de-

velopments – alongside growing 
economic prosperity, an expanding 
middle-class audience, and the es-
tablishment of new museum col-
lections – created fertile ground for 
a flourishing exhibition culture in 
early twentieth-century America.

According to Elodie Osborn, “The 
circulating exhibition has come into 
being for two principal reasons: 
the usefulness of temporary exhi-
bitions to museums, and the edu-
cational opportunities offered by a 
concentrated collection of material 
on one or more related subjects.”37 
Osborn’s observation highlights the 
advantages of travelling exhibitions, 
particularly for smaller institutions 
with limited resources. These exhi-
bitions offered access to high-quali-
ty works, enabling museums to pro-
vide diverse and engaging displays 
that educated the public and elevat-
ed cultural tastes, objectives equally 
relevant in the early twentieth cen-
tury.38

For many of the emerging museums 
in turn-of-the-century America, 
temporary exhibitions were central 
to shaping their profiles and collec-
tions. For example, the Art Institute 
of Chicago organised multiple ex-
hibitions annually from 1883 on-
ward.39 At the Carnegie Institute in 
Pittsburgh, founding director John 
W. Beatty (1850-1924) established an 
annual survey exhibition of modern 
American and Western European 
art in 1896, which became the long-
est-running North American exhibi-
tion of international contemporary 
art and contributed directly to the 
museum’s acquisitions.40

Similarly, the Albright Art Gallery 
in Buffalo, under its first director 
Charles M. Kurtz, implemented 
an ambitious program of tempo-
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rary exhibitions beginning in 1905. 
Starting with three special exhi-
bitions in the inaugural year, the 
number of temporary shows and 
associated events organised under 
Kurtz’ direction increased annually, 
reaching a climax in 1909, with no 
less than 22 exhibitions and six lec-
tures.41 From the beginning, tempo-
rary exhibitions were used to build 
the institution’s identity, educate 
the public, and shape its collection. 
Kurtz’ prior experience and net-
work – he had served as an assistant 
of Halsley C. Ives from Saint Louis 
and had been the art director for 
the Louisiana Purchase exhibition 
in 1904 – proved invaluable in or-
ganising successful exhibitions such 
as the Sorolla retrospective of 1909, 
for which Kurtz also closely collabo-
rated with Ives.42

For Kurtz’ successor, Cornelia Sage, 
temporary exhibitions were equal-
ly important. As director of the 
Albright Art Gallery from 1910 to 
1924, Sage curated up to sixteen 
exhibitions annually.43 While fo-
cusing on fewer events than Kurtz, 
she prioritized quality, using these 
exhibitions to sustain public inter-
est in Buffalo’s young museum and 
enhance its reputation.

Travelling exhibitions and pro-
fessional strategy

Cornelia Sage was a key figure in 
the growing circulation and exhibi-
tion of modern art in early twenti-
eth-century America. Her extensive 
personal and professional net-
works, coupled with collaborations 
with other emerging art museums 
along the East Coast and in the Rust 
Belt, were instrumental in realising 
significant exhibitions.44

One of Sage’s notable exhibitions 
was the retrospective of Belgian 
sculptor and painter Constantin 
Meunier (1831-1905), who had be-
come a leading and widely exhibit-
ed modern artist in Europe during 
the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, internationally rec-
ognized for his representations of 
the working class that combined 
naturalism with classical idealism.45 
Between 26 November 1913 and 1 
June 1914, this exhibition toured six 
venues: the Albright Art Gallery in 
Buffalo (26/11-22/12/1913) (Fig. 1), 
the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh 
(27/12/1913-18/1/1914), the Avery 
Library of Columbia University 
in New York City (28/1-15/2/1914), 
the Detroit Museum of Art (24/2-
14/3/1914), the Art Institute of Chi-
cago (24/3-17/4/1914), and the City 
Art Museum in Saint Louis (26/4-
1/6/1914).46 The exhibition featured 
nearly 150 works, including plaster 
and bronze sculptures, paintings, 
and works on paper, all on loan 
from Meunier’s daughter, Char-
lotte (1866-1942), and her husband, 
Charles Jacques (1859-1938), who 
managed the artist’s estate in Brus-
sels. The American exhibition was 
part of a broader strategy by Meuni-
er’s heirs to promote his legacy in-
ternationally and solidify his repu-
tation as a leading figure in modern 
realist art.47

Sage’s familiarity with Meunier’s 
work began during her visits to Eu-
ropean exhibitions, although she 
never met the artist personally. In 
June 1913, she visited his preserved 
studio and collection, initiating 
discussions with Jacques to bring 
the works to America (Fig. 2).48 For 
Sage, this undertaking offered im-
portant opportunities to boost her 
network and professional develop-
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ment. A year report described the 
exhibition as “one of the greatest 
one-man exhibitions ever shown at 
the Albright Art Gallery” and “one 
of the most notable ever brought to 
this country”.49 Early in her tenure 
as director, the exhibition under-
scored Sage’s ambition to elevate 
her institution. In a letter to Edward 
Robinson, director of the Metropol-
itan Museum of Art, she stated her 
intent to make the exhibition “the 
greatest collection of modern sculp-
ture ever shown in America.”50

Sage’s vision was articulated in a 
1913 directive that prioritized fewer 
but higher-quality exhibitions, a de-
cision that had been taken because 
exhibitions were often installed and 
dismantled “in such a rapid succes-
sion that they have no education-
al value whatsoever […]. Besides a 
useless expense, it does no one artist 
any real good. It would be far better 
to have one exhibition at a time and 
by thus economizing increase the 

possibilities of buying pictures for 
the permanent collection of a mu-
seum”.51 Ensuring greater educa-
tional value while reducing expens-
es were thus important motivating 
factors. Sage’s correspondence with 
her director colleagues reveals her 
determination to use this strategy 
to refine the gallery’s programming 
and boost the profile and scope of 
her museum. Developing her own 
vision, she wrote that she aimed to 
organize “fewer and greater exhibi-
tions”, accepting only collections of 
the very highest standard,52 as ex-
emplified by the Meunier retrospec-
tive.

The logistical and financial complex-
ities of organising a multi-city tour 
required Sage to establish an intri-
cate network of collaborators. Her 
strategy was driven by both cultural 
and practical goals: expanding Meu-
nier’s visibility in the United States 
and sharing costs among participat-
ing institutions. Each museum had 

Fig. 02:
Postcard from 
Charles Jacques 
to Director 
Cornelia Bentley 
Sage on 27 June, 
1913. Buffalo 
AKG Art Museum 
Archives and 
Digital Assets 
Collection.
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to “pay their share of the costs” in 
order to “pay all the expenses of 
insurance, transport, packaging, 
etc.”,53 thus making the exhibition 
financially viable. By organising a 
travelling show, Sage thus avoided 
the high costs of a one-venue ret-
rospective, which had deterred Ed-
ward Robinson to hold a Meunier 
exhibition at the MET a few years 
earlier.54 Her effort proved effec-
tive, with her final report noting 
that, thanks to the pro-rata system 
for fixed expenses, the exhibition’s 
costs for Buffalo were lower than 
those of the gallery’s typical sum-
mer exhibitions.55

Initially, Meunier’s heirs envisioned 
to bring the collection to New York, 
Boston, and Chicago.56 Sage expand-
ed the programme to include six 
venues, ensuring representation 
from “the most important and pro-
gressive museums in the United 
States”.57 Addressing Jacques hesi-
tation about including Saint Louis, 
which he considered little developed 
in cultural and artistic terms, Sage 
emphasized the city’s significant ac-
quisition funds and its importance 
in promoting modern art.58

Joining forces with fellow museums 
for the organisation of the exhibi-
tion had not only financial bene-
fits, but also practical and logistic 
ones. The collection, packed into 
49 crates, arrived in New York City 
by steamboat on 28 October 1913, 
and travelled by railroad to Buffa-
lo, reaching the Albright Art Gallery 
on 3 November.59 Sage entrusted 
the installation and care of the art-
works to A. Leeder, the gallery’s 
Building Superintendent. Leeder 
accompanied the exhibition to each 
venue, overseeing unpacking, con-
dition reporting, installation, and 

repacking, while providing regular 
updates to Sage.60 Writing to Clyde 
H. Burroughs of the Detroit Institute 
of Arts, Sage praised Leeder’s expe-
rience, calling him “a whole host in 
himself and most efficient. […] All I 
can say is that Mr. Leeder is worth 
his weight in gold and I feel that it 
will be advisable for you to arrange 
to have him come” to install the Me-
unier show in Detroit.61

An additional challenge was the 
provision of pedestals for Meunier’s 
sculptures, which were not includ-
ed with the collection. But also in 
this regard, collaboration and the 
strengthening network proved ben-
eficial. While the Albright and the 
Carnegie Institute (the first two ven-
ues of the show) had their own ped-
estals, Sage arranged with John W. 
Beatty for Carnegie’s pedestals to be 
borrowed by other venues, because 
“the expense of transportation of 
‘Carnegie Institute’ pedestals would 
be much less than the cost of mak-
ing them yourself.”62 A photograph 
of the Detroit installation reveal the 
pedestals’ plain and functional de-
sign, allowing for easy installation 
and flexible use (Fig. 3). They also 
accommodated drawing sessions 
for art students in the exhibition.63 
The large reliefs of Meunier’s Monu-
ment to Labour – visible in the back-
ground of the same photograph – 
had a special architectural setting, 
designed and constructed by Leeder 
in Buffalo, which was likewise bor-
rowed and shipped to each loca-
tion.64

A robust communication and pro-
motional campaign further en-
sured the exhibition’s success. For 
this purpose, securing a consider-
able number of photographs of the 
most important artworks and rights 
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to reproduce them from Meuni-
er’s heirs was a great concern for 
Sage.65 These images were used for 
illustrated posters to announce the 
shows (Fig. 4), the exhibition cata-
logue, and press materials. Sage en-
listed Christian Brinton, a respect-
ed art critic and personal friend of 
Meunier, to author the catalogue 
and contribute articles, including 
a widely disseminated piece in The 
International Studio.66 Brinton also 
gave lectures while the show was in 
Buffalo and New York, attracting ad-
ditional audiences.67

Sage worked hard to maximize 
press coverage. She secured lavish-
ly illustrated articles in prominent 
newspapers to promote the exhibi-
tion. During the preparation of the 
show, Sage aspired “to get an arti-
cle, with photos, in some of the N. 
Y. daily papers: NY ‘Times’, ‘Sun’ or 
‘Pact’, to awaken the general pub-
lic and prepare them before the 
opening day”.68 The article in the 
New York Times appeared on 9 No-
vember 1913, in time to inform the 
public about the entire circuit of the 
exhibition.69 Throughout late 1913 

and early 1914, numerous publica-
tions featured detailed articles with 
high-quality reproductions of Me-
unier’s works (Fig. 5), making his 
oeuvre widely known and acces-
sible also to those who did not vis-
it the exhibition but read popular 
journals.70 The widespread public-
ity attracted large audiences, with 
attendance figures of 21.000 in Buf-
falo, 27.000 in New York City, 63.600 
in Detroit, and 91.700 in St. Louis.71

The exhibition’s impact extended 
beyond public visibility. It strength-
ened the professional networks of 
participating institutions and ad-
vanced the Albright’s reputation as 
a leading promoter of modern art. 
Clyde H. Burroughs of the Detroit 
Institute of Arts expressed his grat-
itude, writing that Sage had “won 
the confidence of our entire Board 
of Trustees” and inspired him to 
adopt a similar strategy of prior-
itizing fewer but more significant 
exhibitions.72 Lastly, the exhibitions 
also helped to place Meunier’s art 
in public and private collections. 
Several museums acquired sculp-
tures from the exhibition or com-

Fig. 03:
Class from the 
Detroit School of 
Design drawing 
from sculptures 
at the Constantin 
Meunier Exhi-
bition, Detroit 
Museum of Art, 
1914. From: Bul-
letin of the Detroit 
Museum of Art, 
Vol. VIII, no. 2 
(1914),
p. 35. 
https://www.
journals.uchicago.
edu/doi/10.1086/
BULLDET-
MUSART41934897

03

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/22952

Ulrike Müller
Modern Masters on the Move: The Professionalisation of American Art Museums Through Travelling Exhibitions Before MoMA, ca. 1900-1929

mmd.



missioned new casts, a practice that 
was not unusual during the period, 
but rather aligned with broader 
aims towards fostering collection 
development.73

The Association of Art Museum 
Directors and its exhibitions

The active exhibition strategies de-
veloped by Cornelia Sage and her 
colleagues – exemplified by events 
like the Constantin Meunier retro-
spective – played a crucial role in 
fostering professional development 
and networking among American 
art museums. These efforts culmi-
nated in the establishment of the 
Association of Art Museum Direc-
tors (AAMD) in 1916, which explic-
itly aimed to professionalise the or-
ganisation of travelling exhibitions. 
Over the later 1910s and 1920s, the 
AAMD advanced an ambitious exhi-
bition policy for modern art, signifi-
cantly contributing to the expansion 
and standardisation of travelling 
exhibitions.74

The composition of the AAMD’s 
founding board reflected the close 
networks forged in the preceding 
years. Among its twelve founding 
members were Cornelia B. Sage of 
the Albright Art Gallery, Clyde H. 
Burroughs of the Detroit Museum 
of Art, N. H. Carpenter of the Art 
Institute of Chicago, Robert A. Hol-
land of The City Art Museum (Saint 
Louis), John W. Beatty of the Carn-
egie Institute (Pittsburgh), and F. 
Allen Whiting of the Cleveland Mu-
seum of Art. Carpenter was elect-
ed the association’s first president, 
while Sage – who had led much of 
the correspondence leading to the 
Association’s foundation – served as 
its inaugural secretary-treasurer.75 
The founding meeting took place 

in Cleveland in June 1916, during 
which collectors and philanthro-
pists Archer M. Huntington and 
Charles L. Freer were named hon-
orary members.76

As secretary-treasurer, Cornelia 
Sage played a central role in shaping 
the AAMD’s early direction. Corre-
spondence preserved in her archi-
val records provides insights into 
the motivations behind the associa-
tion’s founding, its main objectives, 
and its organizational structure. 
Writing to Henry R. Howland, presi-
dent of the American Association of 
Museums, which had existed since 
1906,77 Sage outlined the unique 
needs of art museums, emphasizing 
the importance of creating a sepa-
rate network for their directors “to 
take care of large special exhibi-
tions of paintings, sculpture, etc.”, 
and to sustain public interest.78 She 

Fig. 04:
 Poster announc-

ing the Con-
stantin Meunier 

Exhibition at 
Columbia Uni-
versity’s Avery 

Library, New 
York City, 1914. 

Columbia Univer-
sity Archives.
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further described the AAMD as “a 
small group of Art Directors who 
are working for special exhibitions 
and who talk over things once or 
twice a year”.79 Unlike “large muse-
ums which have great permanent 
collections and are therefore not de-
pendent upon special exhibitions to 
educate the people”, the AAMD ex-
plicitly targeted smaller museums, 
which depended heavily on tempo-
rary shows to fulfil their education-
al missions.80 The association’s pri-
mary purpose, Sage explained, was 
“to secure better conditions for art 
exhibiting, better rates from express 
and insurance companies etc.”.81

In its early years, the AAMD focused 
on practical improvements and ad-
ministrative streamlining for tem-
porary exhibitions. For example, 
during its first meeting, the associ-
ation adopted a standardised policy 
for participating museums to take 
a 10 percent commission on sales 
made during exhibitions.82 It also 
prioritised agreements on insur-
ance policies for artworks and de-
veloped shared guidelines for pack-
aging, shipping, and installation.83 
Also in 1916, the AAMD circulated a 
survey among its members on their 
use of and experience with insur-
ance.84 One year later, the associ-
ation proposed to ship exhibitions 
without frames and use standard-
ised frames by the institutions, as a 
means to reduce costs and increase 
efficiency as well as object security 
during transportation.85 These ini-
tiatives seem to build on earlier ef-
forts to rationalise the planning and 
execution of temporary exhibitions, 
such as those that had been a matter 
of concern when Sage circulated the 
Meunier collection in 1913-1914.

The AAMD’s efforts significantly 

advanced the professionalisation 
of museum practices, particularly 
in the logistical and administrative 
aspects of organising exhibitions. 
Simultaneously, the association it-
self organised numerous travelling 
exhibitions of modern art that cir-
culated among its member institu-
tions. While more research is neces-
sary on the concrete programming, 
composition, and organisation of 
the exhibitions circulated by the 
AAMD, these exhibitions mainly 
showed works by American as well 
as European artists, the latter fre-
quently shipped from overseas. Un-
derstandably, the reintroduction of 
import tariffs in 1918, set at 10 per-
cent,86 posed challenges. The AAMD, 
like other art and cultural associa-
tions, protested these tariffs, argu-
ing they hindered artistic exchange. 
In 1921 the AAMD passed a resolu-
tion against another tariff change.87 
Despite this opposition, Congress 
doubled the art rate to 20 percent in 
1922, targeting especially modern 
and contemporary works, while ex-
empting artworks over a hundred 
years old,88 and thus further compli-
cating the organisation of interna-
tional exhibitions.

Conclusion

By the late 1920s, the AAMD faced 
mounting challenges that ultimate-
ly led to the decline of its travelling 
exhibitions programme. Financial 
pressures, combined with competi-
tion from artists’ associations such 
as the American Federation of Arts 
that organised their own shows, 
strained the viability of the initia-
tive. Additionally the programme’s 
strong emphasis on European art 
sparked growing criticism from 
American artists and curators, who 

Fig. 05: 
Meunier. The 

Sculptor of the 
Proletarian, in 

“The Chicago 
Sunday Trib-

une”, 22 Febru-
ary, 1914. The 

Art Institute of 
Chicago, Museum 

Archives.
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sought greater representation of do-
mestic artistic movements. These 
debates about the scope and focus 
of modern art exhibitions were 
eventually overshadowed by the 
emergence of MoMA. With its more 
narrowly defined vision of modern 
art, MoMA introduced the influen-
tial concept of “Classical Modernity” 
and would reshape the exhibition 
landscape.89

This article has demonstrated that 
significant efforts to develop a 
thriving network for travelling ex-
hibitions of modern art preceded 
the establishment of MoMA. Emerg-
ing from practices introduced dur-
ing American World Fairs, the first 
decades of the twentieth century 
saw important strides toward the 
professionalisation of exhibitions. 
Initially driven by initiatives of indi-
vidual curators like Charles M. Kurtz 
and Cornelia B. Sage, these efforts 
relied on expanding personal and 
institutional networks. Later, these 
networks were formalized through 
the AAMD, which standardised and 
institutionalised many of the tools 
and strategies developed during the 
1910s, and applying them on a larg-
er scale.

Travelling exhibitions organised 
during this period – such as the Con-
stantin Meunier retrospective of 
1913-1914 – not only had a positive 
impact on professionalising the in-
stitutions that hosted them, but also 
served as a model for collaborative 
practices that would later be cen-
tral to MoMA’s programme. These 
exhibitions, supported by active 
communication and promotional 
strategies, enhanced the profiles of 
participating museums as dedicat-
ed and modern institutions for the 
arts. They also strengthened the 

collaborative networks and profes-
sional practices of America’s young 
museums, helping to position them 
as promoters of modern art.

While further research is needed to 
fully assess the long-term impact of 
these exhibitions on shaping public 
collections and institutional pro-
files, this study suggests their signifi-
cance in fostering American art mu-
seums. It also highlights the need to 
reconsider the dominant narrative 
that positions MoMA and the New 
York art world as singular pioneers. 
Through exhibitions and networks, 
museums outside of the traditional 
artistic centres not only advanced 
their cultural and educational mis-
sions but also laid the foundations 
upon which MoMA would later 
build – repositioning the periphery 
as a formative space in the making 
of American modernism.
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