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FRANKFURTER ALLGEMEINE 

 

The Frick Collection in New York: She wants to make the traces of her art 

invisible 

By Patrick Bahners 

  

To the left of the fireplace hangs Thomas More. He is looking to the left, which is to the right of the 

viewer. To the right of the fireplace hangs Thomas Cromwell. He is looking to the left from 

our perspective. The two ministers of Henry VIII, the Catholic Lord Chancellor and the 

Protestant "Secretary" or Prime Minister, "stare past each other for eternity." This is how historian Sir 

Geoffrey Elton described the arrangement of the two portraits by Hans Holbein the Younger in 

the Frick Collection, the private museum on Fifth Avenue in New York. 

 

Geoffrey Elton was born Gottfried Rudolf Ehrenberg in Tübingen in 1921. His father was the ancient 

historian Victor Ehrenberg, who qualified as a professor in Frankfurt in 1922 and became a professor 

in Prague in 1929. In the spring of 1939, the Ehrenberg family was able to flee to England, just as 

Protestant refugees had done 400 years earlier. Victor Ehrenberg's sons changed their name; the 

younger became famous as a particularly English historian. As objective as he was diligent, Geoffrey 

Elton accepted only facts and figures, a man in the image of Thomas Cromwell, to whom he 

dedicated his London doctoral thesis and then most of his life's work in Cambridge. The bureaucrat 

had never been a favorite of posterity: on the orders of his royal boss, Cromwell set the English 

Reformation in motion and put thousands of monks and nuns out on the street. 

 

Henry Clay Frick purchased Holbein's portrait of Morus in January 1912 from a London art dealer for 

£55,000, equivalent to $267,850. His sole rival in the gentlemanly pursuit of hunting down old 

masters, Isabella Stewart Gardner in Boston, had tried in vain to acquire the painting in 1896. Her 

advisor, art historian Bernard Berenson, had demonstrated the value of the painting to her with the 

drastic thought experiment that immoral means were permissible or even necessary for its acquisition. 

"You must beg, borrow money, steal, do everything: just don't let this opportunity slip away!" 

 



Holbein, a native of Augsburg, had set up his own business in Basel in 1520 and spent the years 

1526 to 1528 in London, where he lived in More's house in Chelsea and painted portraits of his 

host. Holbein probably painted the portrait of Cromwell in 1532 or 1533, after he had moved from 

Basel to London, because he was offered the position of court painter. 

Frick paid for his second Holbein in April 1915 as much as £60,000. However, Hugh Lane, an Irish 

collector, gave him a Titian in addition, the portrait of an unknown young man in extravagant 

clothing, with a red cap and ermine stole.  

 

In the salon, the central room on the ground floor of the house that Frick had built between 70th and 

71st Streets for his art collection, Titian's dandy hangs opposite Cromwell, who also wears a coat with 

a wide fur collar, brown and without a wild pattern. His features express mistrust: his mouth closed by 

thin lips, his eyes alert but tiny next to his nose, the natural alarm system of a man who had to be on 

the lookout at all times. He knew he had to dress warmly. On July 28, 1540, Thomas Cromwell 

was beheaded for high treason in front of the Tower of London, five years after he had presided over 

the execution of Thomas More in the same place. 

 

On May 4, 1915, Holbein's portrait of Cromwell arrived at the Port of New York. The New York 

Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Pittsburgh Dispatch from Frick's hometown ran articles about it. 

The house overlooking Central Park, described in newspaper reports as "The most expensive and 

magnificent private residence in the United States" was not completed until the fall of 1914. 

 

In the spring of 1915, Henry Clay Frick and his wife Adelaide hosted their first parties. The patron was 

satisfied because, in his eyes, the house had not become too magnificent. On June 1, 1915, he sent 

a letter of thanks to his architect Thomas Hastings: "I believe it is a great monument to you, but only 

because I prevented you from using excessive ornamentation." 

 

A monument to Carrere and Hastings that is even larger in terms of construction volume stands 30 

blocks further south on Fifth Avenue: the New York Public Library. Previously, there had been a private 

library on the corner of Fifth Avenue and 70th Street, which was incorporated into the new city library. 

 

The creation of the Frick Collection 



On June 24, 1915, just two months after the arrival of Titian's youthful daredevil and Holbein's 

approximately 48-year-old desk worker, Frick made his will. He stipulated that his New 

York house and its contents should remain open to the public after his death: as a museum. He 

also decided on the name of the museum: The Frick Collection. The fact that he himself had 

undertaken Frick's last will does not stipulate that the arrangement must remain unchanged. 

Nevertheless, it is guaranteed that Morus and Cromwell, the saintly and the unholy Thomas, will 

indeed stare at each other for eternity.  

 

Since March of this year, Axel Ruger, born in Dortmund in 1968, has been the director of the Frick 

Collection. He came from London, where he headed the Royal Academy of Arts, and before that he 

was director of the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam. In conversation, Ruger assures us that not only 

is the distribution of the paintings on the oak-paneled walls sacrosanct, but so is the arrangement of 

the furniture. 

 

In front of the fireplace stands a sofa covered in green velvet. A cord prevents visitors from sitting 

down. Wouldn't it be desirable to be able to sit down, let your gaze wander between Holbein 

and Holbein, and take all the time in the world to study how Cromwell and More look past each 

other, separated from us by the distance of the ages and from each other by the abyss of confession? 

 

The portraits were never intended to be pendants 

Ruger ruled out placing the historic piece of furniture in some corner of the house and purchasing 

a functional piece of furniture destined for everyday wear and tear for the privileged seat and setting 

in front of the Holbein couple. For it is precisely this sofa with its golden moldings that comes from 

Frick's collection, along with the paneling, the pilasters next to the fireplace, the cartouches above the 

doors, the curtains, and the carpet. Given setting, and he himself sat here at this spot. According to 

Frick's wishes, visitors stroll through his rooms to view his acquisitions as he intended them to be 

presented. The illusion that we are seeing everything through the eyes of the collector is shattered at 

the very point in the tour where the hanging itself has taken on the expressive character we expect 

from a work of art. The two portraits were not intended as pendants by the painter himself. Isabella 

Stewart Gardner, having decided not to commit theft in order to hang Thomas More in her home 

in Boston, consoled herself with Holbein's portraits of Sir William and Lady Butts. Pairs of paintings of 

this kind, in which the principle of correspondence is the original. 



 

Celebrating the social and economic unity of bourgeois life, Frick also acquired, as early as 1909, the 

portraits that the young Anthonis van Dyck painted in Antwerp of his fellow painter Frans Snyders and 

his wife Margareta. Museum visitors should be told that this gentleman, dressed in the finest 

silk, who assesses them with the melancholic gaze of a connoisseur of human nature, worked with 

loosely draped hands that stand out in stark contrast to the black fabric. In the greatest marital 

war in English constitutional history, when Henry VIII divorced his first wife, Anne Boleyn, he married 

his second wife, Catherine of Aragon, who was the daughter of the Spanish king., when Henry 

VIII attempted to obtain a divorce from Catherine of Aragon from the Pope, More and Cromwell stood 

on opposite sides. 

 

For five years, the Frick Collection was closed 

"I think that all art forms attempt to communicate with the viewer in different ways." This is what Anna-

Belle Selldorf, an architect specializing in museums, said in an interview about the renovation and 

expansion of the Frick Collection, which her firm has been working on for the past seven years. The 

building on 70th Street was closed to the public for five years; all the paintings were taken down. The 

reopening took place  on April 17, 2025, one month after the new director took office. 

 

In the case of the portraits of Morus and Cromwell, the sitter was the buyer. Perhaps this is why the 

statesmen do not look at the viewer, because otherwise the first owner might have confused his picture 

with a mirror. The two ministerial portraits are smaller than the full-length portraits of members of the 

English aristocracy of the 18th century, which were the focus of Frick's particular ambition. The library 

adjoining the large fireplace room to the north serves as a Gainsborough gallery.  

 

Holbein's gentlemen also appear representative in the smaller format. Thomas More wears official 

robes with a heavy gold chain, while Cromwell is surrounded by writing utensils. They represent what 

they are by virtue of their activities. Visitors who saw the paintings in their domestic London 

surroundings saw an intellectual who did not allow himself to be distracted—as if 

the   painted   Morus   or Cromwell did not wish to communicate directly with those who sought his 

favor. The constant stream of visitors to the museum reinforces this impression. 

The Frick Collection is always well visited, and not just because of its three Vermeers. Since the 

collection's return from exile in the Breuer Building, the former Whitney Museum on Madison 



Avenue, long lines form daily on 70th Street. Holbein's photorealistic still lifes communicate with 

the viewer by inviting them to do something forbidden: one wants to touch them, run one's fingers 

over the fur or pick up the quill pen. In Frick's unique museum, the antagonists seem at home because 

the green of the writing pad in front of Cromwell not only finds its counterpart in the green of the 

curtain   behind   Morus   his   counterpart , but also because all the green, brown, and gold tones of 

their status-appropriate props are varied by the luxurious furnishings of the Fricks' living room. 

However, this tastefully distributed abundance does not create a trompe-l'oeil effect. Rather, the rooms 

are windows into an enigmatic world in which, through an unwavering focus on something invisible, 

the wealth that makes art production and art enjoyment possible loses everything that could easily 

evoke associations with vulgarity. 

 

Reflecting on the communicative ambitions of the various artists, Annabelle Selldorf has come to the 

conclusion that architecture stands out from the classical disciplines. She politely but firmly rejects the 

comparison between museum architects and frame makers, because even the smoothest 

and narrowest frame has something ornamental about it and distracts attention from the picture, 

providing a moment of distraction that is certainly welcome in a museum. Selldorf, on the other hand, 

who was born in Cologne in 1960, took up her father's profession like the younger Holbein and 

emigrated to New York in 1980, would like to make the traces of her work completely invisible. "In 

architecture, the art is different: to create functionality without effort." According to Selldorf's 

understanding, architecture communicates by not communicating, that is, by refraining from 

conveying its own messages. This architect wanted to be as discreet as Thomas Cromwell and Thomas 

More combined. 

 

Henry Clay Frick lived for only fifteen years in his New York home, which was designed as an art 

treasure trove; before moving into 70 Fifth Avenue, he had rented a home from a fellow billionaire, a 

member of the Vanderbilt family. Frick died on December 2, 1919. He had already begun to 

purchase additional land in the block between Fifth and Madison Avenue, 70th and 71st Streets. After 

the death of his widow Adelaide in 1931, his heirs converted the house into a museum, which 

opened on December 16, 1935, 90 years ago. John Russell Pope, who shortly thereafter designed the 

National Gallery of Art in Washington for the collection of Andrew Mellon, a friend and educational 

travel companion of Frick's from Pittsburgh, built an extension on the east side by removing the 

carriage entrance and converting the courtyard into a marble winter garden by covering it with a 



roof. Since then, the center of the building has been home to some of the most famous paintings in 

the world. Pope, the architect of the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, was, like Hastings, a 

proponent of the classical style, but in Selldorf's opinion, the two contemporaries, born in 1860 and 

1874, were "two very different characters." Paradoxically, a building was created in two stages, which 

leaves nothing to be desired in terms of symmetry. In the 1970s, the expansion continued eastward; a 

ticket office building was added, whose walls looked as if it had almost always been there. Not all of 

the building land created by the demolition of several narrow neighboring houses was 

filled. English landscape architect Russell Page laid out an ornamental garden on 

70th Street, which was originally intended only as a temporary measure, as a placeholder for the next 

phase of expansion. When the museum wanted to close this gap in 2014, the project was prevented 

by protests from New Yorkers, who could no longer imagine life without the garden because it is a 

symbol of tranquility and calm, of order created with the simplest of means, and thus itself an object 

reminiscent of the most precious gardens collected by Frick. 

 

Selldorf has added functional rooms that did not exist before. From the north side, from the museum 

café on the first floor and through the tall windows of the rooms for educational work on the ground 

floor, one now has a view of the garden that is free for contemplation. Since this open-air cabinet was 

to be preserved, Selldorf had to fit the offices for the curators and technical staff into the cracks of the 

existing complex, so to speak. It is remarkable how much space she opened up in these parts of the 

building that were closed to visitors and how much sunlight she brought in by dismantling and 

reassembling the accumulated building mass according to the principle of optimal functionality. 

 

The portrait of Lady Hamilton hangs in the bedroom again 

Since the villa was converted into a museum, the curators had their offices on the first floor, where the 

family's private quarters had been located. The fact that these rooms were off-limits and that 

Hastings' imposing staircase had been rendered inaccessible by a rope further enhanced the aura 

of the house. One could imagine that the family was still upstairs. Now the collection also occupies 

the first floor, and Henry Clay Frick's bedroom once again hangs George Romney's portrait of 

Lady Hamilton, which he saw every day as the first and last piece in his collection. The breakfast 

room is once again a reserve for the Barbizon school, with which Frick began his collecting activities.  

Compared to the ground floor, the rooms are intimate, but the illusion that the family has just moved 

out cannot arise. Everything is too obvious for that. Individual cabinets house special collections that 



were donated in more recent times. The transformation of the Frick House into a museum has been 

completed after 90 years. This removes the temptation of a nostalgic misunderstanding, because Frick 

already intended this transformation when he hired Hastings, and he wanted not his way of life, but 

rather its timeless legacy. The Frick Collection will continue to differ from almost all other museums in 

the world in that the hanging will not be changed, whereas museum directors everywhere else have 

abandoned the principle of permanent exhibitions. During the renovation of the ground floor, the 

Selldorf company was able to limit itself to accepting the work of the lighting designers. 

Annabelle Selldorf's stylistic ideal can be described as classic or classic modern. The unobtrusive 

backdrop of the garden, structured by simple rows of windows, is asymmetrically divided by a narrow 

glass box, preventing any sense of monumentality from imposing itself. Behind it lies Pope's art-

historical research library, which now connects the passageway with the collection for the first time.  

 

Part of Selldorf's understanding of classicism is that she does not expect to build for eternity. Building 

within existing structures means that she also has to remove the creations of her predecessors, in this 

case Pope's chamber music hall. It has been replaced by an auditorium under the garden, whose 

earth has been excavated, reused, and replanted. In collegial sympathy, Selldorf imagines what 

Hastings must have felt when he learned of the commission from Pope's heirs in 1932, had he not 

died three years earlier: He had "probably felt terribly offended." The client had 

already tested Hastings' patience enough with his preference for terse commands and his rejection of 

decorative extravagance. Henry VIII could have made good use of a Henry Clay Frick as his finance 

minister. The connecting wing between the new museum rooms and the expanded functional area for 

sorting and relaxation of visitors is designed in the spirit of the museum's founding era, but 

without classical literalism. The transition between past and present is self-evident. Selldorf's stair tower 

in the foyer does not contrast with the staircase of the old building with its Renaissance-style organ 

facade. In detail, however, she has indulged in extravagances without which the imaginative product 

of the intergenerational community of architects would have been thrown off balance. According to 

her estimate, she presented her clients with 150 designs for the staircase: "round, oval, long, short, 

and so on." The double handrail shimmers golden, and the marble exposes its fleshy grain. With these 

ornaments, Annabelle Selldorf has created a small monument to her colleague Thomas Hastings—

small only in comparison to the grand visions of Henry Clay Frick. 
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