


I FIND GILLETT GRIFFIN "47 en
cisa in Massachuserts, it's a tnp over
back roads winding north our of Deer

field to East Colrain, just shy of the bor-

der with Vermont. The terrain here picks
up altitude; it’s a hlly, stony « ouncrvside
less tame than the adjacenr Connecricun

River Valley with its Hat helds and allu-

vial suil. Gillerr's road begins in a sylvan
hollow clase by the Green River. Stone
u..|||_l. .1r1|.l tall trees m'.:,-l'- ..ll.'||1n || SIATHs,
bur it appeirs the road leads seraight into
wilderness, Where it ends, vou are greet
ed by a 1::|IH.'J:.| ol mowed helds wath a
crop of buildings, including the onginal
|815 house, a cabin left over from a
dude ranch epoch, and the requisite out
house, Far the visitor, this domesticared

landscape comes as a relicf. The long

siretch of driveway is rough, not easy on
cars of drivers. Knowing Gillerr, one
considers; the road does nor daunt this
mian, He has probably traversed a mil
lion miles with similar canditians in
Mexico and elsewhere in Larin America

rocky or muddy, deeply rumed, and
seemingly impassable or |1|t:|||'. discour
aging, They do not |rT'||‘n;'1|¢- his travel
You appreciate Gillert's rourinization of
Il".l: L"i':Tlt‘|h”]F d.ll[.'lf'l!lL" CUIMs Ul 1o
be doable. And that is an apt image for
beginning to describe Gillen

Whart he has done with his life ap-
pears, ar first glance, nearly impossible,
||!{,|IL\,1L[]F i TI'..ET".":!'I d |1r|h'-1.';5r|r'||.|'|g L ||'.|
dren’s book, forging a triendship with
Albert Einstein, and serving as curator
for 52 vears ar Princeton 1 nIvETsity,
where he created whar is now recognized
as a preeminent pre-Columbian arr col-
lecron. His persi wnal imbuence, Ihrr?lI!_:il
his roles as arnsr, educator, historian,
collector, intrepid explorer, and Friend.
has been Far reaching. Whar is enormous
in magnitude appears, to hear Gillert de-

scribe his life. to have been an adventure

Glllett Gritfin at his home in East Colrain, Massachusatis

full of unknowns and jovous m the un
dertaking. In other words, jus like a

visir o East Colrain.

MLLETT FIRST ARRIVED in western
Massachuserts in 1942, following his
hrother to study at Deerfield Academy
from their home in Greenwich, Con
necticut, As an adolescent, Gillert was
already avid abour history, archirecture
art, and music. When he got 1o Deer-
held, he was excited to find the village a
dream come true: 18th century build
ings., suome vacant and neglecred, await-
ing explorition. Covertly investigating
uninhabired dwellings such as the Allen
House and the Litile Brown House, Gil
lem enticed other studens” curiosicy with
his affer of clandestone tours. He drew
up @ map of 19ch century Deerhield an
paper-like tree bark and convinced even
the local rown histortans it was authen-
tic. He wok ir upon himself m protec
Allen family heirloom clothing forgotten
in the attic by stuffing arvicles in a suir

to the Allen

tamily for safekeeping. He befriended all

case he boldly delivers

manncr of rosidenes, from farmers wo
fuculty, characteristic of Gillert's ap
proach to life. A non-traditional student,
he wis appreciated by Mr. Boyden, who
drafted him as the schoal's ambassador,
Gillerr enthusiasrically accompanied
the Head on forays into the surround-
ing countrvside tostering town-gown
|r].11||||1~.!|||u He also |1|.:';r:i a rale in
introducing Helen and Henry Flynr m
locals at Mr. Bovden's behest. Collectors
of Colonial antiquities, the Flymts en-
visioned the village as a showcase of
Amenicana, and sought credibiliry and
connections with Deerfield old-timers
I'he year before Gillett came, the
academy hired its first amst in residence,
painter Don Greason. Tha tcacher’s
support, the creation of studio space,
and programs thar promoted student

mure of the

art on campus such as "
Week,” were important influences. Afrer
Deerheld, Gillerr decided 1o atrend Yale's
School of Fine Arts where he studied
painting and 1__11.|p|1:in L|r-.i1:;r1 He staved
on for graduare work under the suspices
of the arists Josef Albers and Willem
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Gillett has had a knack for collecting what most people neglect to notice.
In the 1950s, pre-Columbian art was considered primitive and compared
unfavorably to European art. Gillett became intrigued with then lesser-known
civilizations, including Mexico's Maya and Olmec, and the Moche of Peru.

de Kooning. Recalling a bedtime story
his mocher invented for him as a child,
Gilletr decided 1o turn it into an illus-
rrated book, A Meuset Tale. He entered
it in a nationwide competition spon-
sored by the American Institute of
Graphic Arts where it was named one of
the Fifty Best Designed Books of the
Year. Gillett was the first student wo
receive that honor.

While living in New Haven, Gillert
began collecring pre-Columbian art.
His first piece was a fragment of a
ceramic head from Mexico, dared
circa 400 B.C. It cost him 25 cents.
Gillert's collecting actvities had actually
begun as a teenager when he bought
18¢h century New England children's
IJDOkS. T‘hﬂﬂ: \"l.'lll.l.l]!ﬁ are mow PI.". D.r
the prestigious holdings of the |.P.
Morgan Library in New York Ciry,

Gillert has had a knack for collecring
what most people neglect to notice. In
the 19505, pre-Columbian art was con-
sidered primirive and compared unfa-
vorably to European art. Gillert became
intrigued with then lesser-known civili-
autions, including Mexico's Maya and
Olmec, and the Moche of Peru.

Meanwhile, 4 job lured him w Prince-
ton after hnishing his studies ar Yale in
1952, Gillerr was selected as curaror of
the graphic arts collection in Princeton’s
Firestone Library, where his personal
preferences acquired a professional
application. A hands-on kind of guy,
as curator he believed the value of a col-
lection is enhanced by its accessibility,
Developing an understanding of a sub-
ject—comes From interactions and di-
rect experience. In his effort to kindle
support for the ares on campus, Gillen

publicly decried the paucity of those
classes. He wrote Princeton's president
an eight-page lerter, ultimately leading
to the appropriation of a classroom
building for thar purpose.

At the same time. Gillett lamented
the diminished role painting played in
his own life. He decided to take a hiatus
from Princeton in 1966 to travel around
Mexico for 18 months. His exploration
and mapping of archeological sites pro-
duced insighiful descriptions and artistic
renderings. Gillett and archeologist
Michael Coe considered how rthose
might logically lead 1o the creation of a
guide book. That publication never
came to fruition, and Gilletr says be is
gratcful now; it would have exposed oo
many fragile places to wurist traffic and
possible exploitation. During that tume,
he discovered Olmee paintings in a cave
in central Guerrera. His hield work also
includes credit as the co-discoverer of a
Mayan remple ar Rio Bec in Campeche.

When he returned to Princeton, he
was offered the job as curator of pre-
Columbian and primitive art at the uni-
versity s art muscum. It was to be where
Gillert's vision, intuirion, and crearive
energies would coalesce brilliandy. In
developing the collection from small and
underappreciated—beginning with only
two showable pieces—into the signi-
ficant one it became, Gillent donated
or loaned many of his own objects to
Princeton, received significant contribu-
tions, and negotiated important acquisi-
tions. He taught popular undergraduace
classes using acrual arrifacrs. His enthu-
siasm became an important force in
ateracting the interest and support of

hoth benefactors and students.

GILLETT'S OUTSTANDING carecr at
Princeton and his recent retirement were
celebrated in May 2005 with a day-long
sympositm on art of the ancient Ameri-
cas. Four hundred guests heard expens
in the field—colleagues, friends, and
tormer students of Gillert—describe
their theoties, discoveries, and seminal
work, paying homage to his role and
that of the Princeron collection. Talks
included “Gillerr and Me: How 3 Euro-
centrnie Museum Director Came to Love
Pre-Columbian Art,” by the former
director of the Princeton Art Museum,
Allen Rosenbaum; “Travels with Gil-
fett,” and “From Pre-Columbian Ari-
facts 1o Pre-Columbian Ar.” Michael
Coe, now professor emeritus of anthro-
pology ar Yale and author of numerous
authoritative texts, spoke on “Art and
Mlusion Among the Classic Maya,”
Along with depicrions of the art and
were shared documenring various re-
scarch expeditions south of the border
over the vears. Included were a number
of images—humorous now—aof some
hapless, rented Volkswagen Bectle in the
middle of nowhere, lurching down dry
riverbeds or so-called roads with a smil-
ing, fearless Gillerr ar its wheel. Sym-
posium guests were also treated o a
receprion in the muscum with its special
exhibition of works given by Gillett
or in his honor, “Unexpected Journey:
Gillert G. Grifhn and the Art of the An-
cient Americas at Princeron.” In describ-
ing this extraordinary sendoff, Gillett
considered what was most significant 10
him abour the day: the love he felr was
palpable in that gathering. Minimizing
his own role, he focused on the collec-
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rive experience, valuing rhe pleasure
jov, and accomplishment shared among
EVEryonc I%E'. Fe

Gillert's renrement will include ome
at his homes in Colrain and Princeton
He looks forward o continued involve
mant '“l:h I'II MUSTLITT .:l'll.i Ell'\l SLUHLLCS-
sof, John Pohl. Trvel m Mexico Illl;_ih:
”i'll"l'l'l. hl’.]“_l_' 111+'NI.JL un Llﬂl‘l[.ll CTUISES
where he would serve as f_:uuh

Lillerr received some unexpected
|'|'Ii.||||.| til';'r_'rql'_-“l._ ov'e r!'l-\.‘ F‘.l'\t YCoar I-q'” an
entirely different facet of his lite, his
I"|-.'::1l\':1|E' with Alberr Einstein. As the
centennial of Einstan's relatviny theor
wai phserved, Gillerr emerged ax a "l
g link.” someone who could ralk abour
the scientist's persomal side. Gillert's rep
CTToirec ||r-‘|'“|rll.'\- e L'J.l'\l !'IIHH'IH LY P"E.lir-ll.
and childlike pleasure in things like sail-
g anid household rehorchboes

s a youny man a Mranceton, Gillen
often dined ar the Einstein houschold,
LIy tl..'|.|. ||'r 'l!‘li.ll”[.l ]..‘ll'l“.'l"- s B UNIVErsie
libranan and close nend o the scienost
With his= penic hant for colle CRETgE, 1L 08 D
SUTprise Gillerr assembled over ome a
notable collection of Einstein memon-
bilia. One dCqUUSINON WwWas a cache ol
letters, poems, and photographs from
Elnstein o Fantova, which Gillerr knew
would add more depth ro Einstein's
public persona. He has donared those
1o Princeton where they have served as
a vilunble resource for historians and
biographers. Generosiry aside, Gallen
hl. ".l' 8 4 MAartrcas ol |.|r'|:1'1.'|r'| 8 I use at
home and theorizes it enhances one's
performance inrellectually. Much of his
Einstein collecrion circulares on loan in
q"llll one

muscrums .1ru'||1u.l the ‘|'ll'll'||.:.

need not look further than Princeton’s

Landau srore on Nassau Street for an
exhibit. When the proprietors olfered
to pravide space for local homage,
Gillerr was happy to help out. One of
his own photographs on display there
prescnts the unlikely portraic of the
esreemed RCTLLS !."l.“-l.'|| In a pair of over
sized and rather outlandish fuzzy «ip
pers. The result—a rruly memorable
IMage—sccms attributable to the con
vergence of rwo grear minds

*‘ilr'l-l; uhll'u”'l'l.ﬂ |.|.J.'|\. Al ll}\'t'=1.|t‘|11.
where Gillett honed his investigative
skills and affirmed his passion for an
and historv, he has led a life devored o
those endeavors. Gillett calls himaself
‘the luckiest man in che world,” and di
minishes the role his personal qualities
and hard work have played, as if they
had litte o do wich it

who know him as a fricnd, colleague,

However, those

and reacher recognize and value whar his
ebullience, intelligence, generosity, stam-
ina, and creative ralent have wroughr.
I'hey also know the puns he is famous
for. Those marvelous line drawings he
|I1.I|;':| |r'||.]l||.1|."q 0n qq1rrr~.|l|r-'h.||.'|1u' SCEImM
a memaphor for whar Gillerr does so well
he personalizes communication, 15
charmingly offbear, and blessed with an
eve for detall and the abilioy o aroculare
it Gillere wall assuredly not rest on his
laurels. Ever the weacher and rraveler
there are oo many places 1o go, people

to ser, and I:|'|!||:_:~ o do. W

Tina Coben way a librarsan and arclprir
it Deerfield Academy for 24 years, She

is the authur of a travel guide, OFF the

Beaten Path: Puerto Rico, and ohe bt
alip rirten ,]‘j‘.l.:l“lf fﬂ!fl' ."rl.f:ln' e 1||r|".'|'-'|..‘.'i

and Crvaternali

VISITING THE PRINCETON
ART MUSEUM

The pre-Columbian collection is
described on Princeton's web-
site as “formed by Gillett G. Griffin
in the 19808, whose keen eye
was attracied to elegant Oimec
ceramics and jades and Maya
Jaina figures in the earllest days
of collecting such objects. His en-
thusiasm for small scale objects
—sculpture, jewelry, and other
costume elements—has been a
source of inspiration for several
generations of Princeton alumni
and friends to collect pre-Colum-
bian art, many of whom have given
significant objects and generously
supported new acquisitions.”

Among its highlights ars an-
cient musical instruments, one of
only two extant Mayan wooden
pieces, and an important collec-
tion of figurines from Xochipala in
Guarraro, Gillett dosceribea them
as the “first great portraits” done
in the Americas. While perusing
the artifacts, be sure to read the
labels. The captions are insightful
and apprecistive, and. like Gillett,
impishly entertaining.

VISITING LAS RUINAS

Gillett's top recommendations are
the ruins of Palenque (Mexics),
Tikal (Guatemala), Machu Picchu
(Peru), and Oaxaca (Mexico).
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