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Stop 1:  Living Room  
 
Hello, I’m Peggy Fogelman, the museum’s Director, and I’m so glad you’re here today, and 
joining us on this tour. In each of the rooms, my colleagues will point out some of our favorite 
objects; and stories about Isabella Stewart Gardner. 
 
Relax here in this room, as I tell you a little bit about the journey ahead of you. The 
glass-enclosed entrance area you came through today–and the room you’re in now–are part of 
the modern addition to Isabella’s museum. It’s really a unique museum: very personal in terms 
of its collections, and the way they’re displayed. The whole museum is Isabella’s work of art. 
 
Imagine you’re one of the guests that she personally welcomed to her museum when it first 
opened. That was in 1903. If you want to see her, face the wall of bookshelves. There’s a photo 
of her there. Step on over if you want to have a look at your ‘hostess.’  
 
So who was Isabella Stewart Gardner? She was raised in a prosperous family in New York 
City, and, as a young woman, she did a good bit of travelling in Europe. At age twenty she 
married the most eligible bachelor in Boston: Jack Gardner, of the socially prominent Gardner 
family. By all accounts – and there were many! – she enjoyed shocking ‘proper’ Boston society. 
She was outspoken – proudly unconventional. And adventurous! She and her husband 
travelled far and wide. The inheritance she received when her father died allowed her to start 
collecting in earnest. Her intention was to bring the beauty of art to the people of Boston.  
 
When she died, she left this museum and everything in it, quote, “for the education and 
enjoyment of the public forever.” 
 
We call her building “The Palace.” If you’re facing the large wall of bookshelves, turn around. 
You’ll see, through the glass, the exterior of the palace. It’s plain, undecorated brick. It’s not 
‘palace’-like at all. At the time the building was going up, the Boston press wondered: “What is 
Mrs. Gardner building?” She wanted it to be a surprise.  
 
When you’re ready to leave this room, pass through the glass corridor that connects this new 
addition, to Isabella’s “palace”.  I think you’ll be surprised too. Enjoy! 
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Stop 101: Courtyard  
 
I’m Christina Nielsen, Curator of the Collection – but before I tell you about this fabulous 
courtyard, I’ll keep quiet for a moment.  Just begin to soak it in. Move forward along the edge of 
it, or even around it – especially if there are other people clustered at the beginning. Take a 
seat on one of the stone benches if you like.  
 
The music you’re hearing is from Mozart’s The Magic Flute. Isabella Stewart Gardner had an 
orchestra playing this piece on the opening night of her museum.  When I have people with me 
who are visiting for the first time, I tell them to look at the courtyard from bottom to top. I think it 
shows Isabella’s journey through time. The bottom level is like an ancient sculpture garden. In 
the middle is a Roman mosaic. That mosaic has an electrifying image, of a head of Medusa at 
the very center. She’s a mythological creature whose gaze could turn men to stone.  Now let 
your eyes take in the ancient Greek and Roman sculptures surrounding it. They’re all female 
statues. Isabella was a champion of “female causes.” She said that women’s education was the 
key to the 20th century.  
 
Looking upwards, the pink stucco walls, and the windows, recall a Renaissance palace in 
Venice, Italy. Isabella had a love affair with Venice. She had a house there, and she wanted to 
bring some of the magic of a place where buildings seemed to float on water, filled with 
beautiful things, to America, a young country that she said was in need of art. That was her 
mission. 
 
Now, about the plants: you might be surprised that every one of them is growing in a pot! In 
order to protect the works of art, there’s a UV light filter over the skylight – making it impossible 
for plants to thrive here. So, many of the plants are replaced every week. And then, about every 
six weeks, the entire horticultural design is changed. The glass roof was part of Isabella’s 
original design; it was cutting edge technology at the time. 
 
Before you move on from the courtyard, I want to make an important point: this building was 
never Isabella’s house. That’s a common misconception. She always meant it to be a museum. 
She did, however, create a small apartment for herself on the top floor. Look up and imagine 
her leaning out of one of those upper-level windows and shouting–as she did–to the workman 
below; exact orders for every tiny detail.  
 
By the time this building was complete, she was in her 60s. It was the year 1902: the dawn of a 
new century. She spent the next year installing her collection in it. In her will, she wrote that 
nothing in the way she installed it could be permanently altered. So what you’re experiencing 
today is Isabella’s vision. And part of that vision is the lighting–which many visitors first 
experience as a bit low, compared to the bright lights that are common in museums, today. Just 
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take a few moments to let your eyes adjust, and Isabella’s vision will reveal itself…  
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Stop 102:  Spanish Cloister   
 
Let’s move towards that huge painting under the scalloped arches, at one end of the room. 
Doesn’t it feel like it’s pulling us in?  And do you hear that music? It’s Isabella’s favorite 
flamenco record, and it was a gift from the artist who made this painting: John Singer Sargent. 
The dancer swirls her skirts and stamps her feet as the men sing and play guitar. The shape of 
the dancer’s shadow against the wall has always reminded me of a whirlwind. Sargent titled the 
painting ‘El Jaleo’ – which means… ‘The Ruckus’!  
 
Sargent and Gardner were close friends. He was one of the contemporary artists she promoted; 
in fact, he sometimes used one of the galleries upstairs as a studio. Her friendships with artists 
is one of the important stories of this museum. So is her relationship with music. I think that all 
those instruments in the painting must’ve delighted her. 
 
If you’re up close to the painting, take a few steps back from the alcove.  
The arches over the painting, and the columns holding up the arches, relate to Spanish 
architecture. Take a few steps further back, and look at the wall on your right. It’s embedded 
with hundreds of gorgeous patterned tiles. They’re from a Mexican church.  
 
Everything around the painting is part of Isabella’s installation. As you begin your journey in the 
museum, it’s important to know that Isabella designed it as an immersive environment. She 
didn’t leave writings about why she put certain things together, or set up the rooms the way she 
did. But she did say that she wanted to create an emotional response, rather than an 
intellectual one. She wanted to give her visitors a unique museum experience. That’s why there 
aren’t conventional labels in this museum. She wanted you to find your own meanings. 
 
Turn around now, so your back is to the painting, and start making your way slowly towards the 
other end of this long space.  Feel the uneven stones under your feet. Let your eyes bounce 
around. There’s so much to see in every space of the museum, and it’s impossible to take in 
every detail. So let me give you some advice: In each room, spend a little time ‘zooming in’, 
looking closely at something that captures your immediate attention. Then move back and 
consider it in relationship to things that are near it, or what it’s facing across the room. You’ll 
start to see relationships - maybe ones that were Isabella’s intentions, or maybe ones that have 
come from your own experience. That’s the personal kind of response Isabella wanted you to 
have. 
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Stop 105:  Blue Room  
 
Hello, I’m Casey Riley; as Consulting Curator, I work with Isabella Stewart Gardner’s personal 
archives. And this room is full of objects that reveal her personal relationships. Many of the 
paintings on the walls were created by her closest friends. She installed these alongside 
decorative arts, furniture, and textiles, as well as letters and photographs from her friends. 
Throughout the museum, she delighted in connecting her everyday life with extraordinary 
objects. 
 
Now, turn towards the wall with two windows. Between the windows, there’s a wall jutting out. 
Just in front of it, there’s a metal lantern hanging from the ceiling. It’s in the shape of a boat. 
Let’s meet there; pause your device if you need time to maneuver your way over. 
 
I wanted to point out something just under that boat lantern. Do you see the little round portrait, 
in the ornately carved frame? It’s Isabella! I thought you’d like to meet her face-to-face. Her 
friend Anders Zorn drew this in Venice–see how her blue eyes sparkle! I think it captures her 
legendary charisma. Now, facing Isabella’s portrait, move just slightly to the left, just around the 
half-wall. There’s a case there, under the large painting. We have to keep it covered because 
Isabella’s mementos inside are sensitive to light. She arranged her cases very carefully: 
curating her life alongside her collection of art. Lift the cover, and you’ll see a photograph of a 
young man in profile, with long, curling hair. He’s Bernard Berenson, one of Isabella’s art 
advisors. She supported Berenson’s education when he was quite young, about the age 
pictured here; he later became a close friend. Isabella had a number of expert advisors - critics, 
art historians, and dealers - who helped her to amass her collection. 
 
Now, look at the photo of the woman in this case, in the right corner. Her hair is neatly coiffed, 
and she looks determined. She’s the social reformer and champion of women’s rights, Julia 
Ward Howe. We can’t always make specific connections between what Isabella put in a given 
case and a nearby work of art. But I do see a connection here! With that big painting on the wall 
just above it!  It shows us newly emancipated, unchaperoned women, on public transportation 
in Paris.  
 
Now, replace the cover if others aren’t looking in the case, and I’ll point out one more thing in 
this room. From this painting, turn to your right and look across the gallery. You’ll see a low 
bookcase near the doorway. 
 
That bookcase is filled with volumes by authors Isabella knew personally. You’ll see bookcases 
throughout the museum. Collecting rare books and manuscripts was Isabella’s ‘gateway’ to 
collecting art. 
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In addition to works by friends, Isabella filled the Blue Room with contemporary art of her own 
time. She was a keen supporter of living artists – and musicians. You can find more examples 
of this in the room next to this one, called the Yellow Room.  
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Stop 202: Raphael Room 
 

I’m Christina Nielsen, Curator of the Collection. As we move into this room, it’s like we’re 
transported to an Italian noble home, in the period known as the High Renaissance. The first 
impression you might have is … the color red! It’s very red. The museum has just recently 
completed a total renovation of this room, and the objects in it – bringing it back to Isabella’s 
original, very bold, vision. 
 
Let’s start by moving towards the set of three pointed windows that look out into the courtyard. 
In front of them, there’s a large marble bowl, on a pedestal. Two animals are perched on it. This 
object encapsulates a theme of the room: which is the rediscovery of Roman and Greek 
antiquities in the Renaissance. The bowl itself is ancient Roman – but the animals aren’t. Look 
inside the bowl to see where Renaissance artisans cut out a piece of marble on each side to 
attach the 17th century animals. The bowl is the Renaissance imagining of antiquity; just like this 
room – and this building – are Isabella’s imagining of a Renaissance palace.  
 
Now, facing the windows to the courtyard, turn to your left. Move toward the large horizontal 
painting that’s just to the right of the doorway you’re facing now. It’s by the great Italian master, 
Sandro Botticelli – and it’s one of the most action-packed paintings in the museum. It depicts 
The Tragedy of Lucretia, which was a famous story in ancient Rome, that was popular in the 
Renaissance. In the section on the left you see the virtuous wife Lucretia, dressed in green. 
Her hands are up as she’s spurning the advances of the son of a Roman tyrant. He tells her 
that if she doesn’t sleep with him, he will kill her and her male servant - and leave their dead 
bodies together, as if they had been having an affair. She concedes to avoid the disgrace to her 
family. 
 
On the other side of the painting, to the far right, she’s drooping over, collapsed in grief, as she 
tells her family what happened. In the center of this almost stage-like space, we see her dead 
body, with the dagger from her suicide sticking out of it. According to the story, Lucretia’s death 
inspired the overthrow of the tyrannical ruler, and led to the founding of the Roman Republic. I 
feel as though I can almost hear those soldiers cries of grief as I look at their gestures. 
 
The format of the painting – and the subject matter of the virtuous woman – tell us that this 
painting was probably made for a Italian noblewoman’s bedroom. Isabella bought the painting 
at the same time as the wooden chest she placed beneath it. It’s a wedding chest. A bride 
would use it to bring her prized possessions to her new home. Peek inside…at that gorgeous 
18th century Italian guitar. 
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This guitar is too delicate to play, but, coincidentally, there’s another guitar by this same maker 
in the collection of the MFA Boston – and that one can be played. That’s the music you’ve been 
hearing in this room. Lovely, isn’t it?  
 
Now, let’s move along the same wall that Lucretia is on, to the left. At the other end of this wall, 
next to the window, there’s a man dressed in red.  
 
This is the painting Isabella named this room after – and a work that she really triumphed over 
being able to acquire. It was the first painting by the great Italian master of the High 
Renaissance – Raphael – to be brought to America. Quite a coup! It’s Raphael’s portrait of his 
friend, Count Tomasso Ighirami, who was known as a great orator and writer. He worked in the 
Vatican Library. Tomasso had one weak eye, and in this pose he's looking up, skyward, as 
though he's getting divine inspiration as he’s writing. The position somewhat masks his eye 
condition.  
 
Now, turn around.  Let your eyes sweep around this room. It’s one of the clearest examples of 
how Isabella conceived of entire rooms as works of art. The textiles add a variety of sensual 
textures. Throughout the room, there are all sorts of thematic layers and visual conversations. 
Let me show you just one more. Go back towards the marble bowl with the animals on it. To the 
right of the bowl,   just past the windows, there’s marble foot on top of a cabinet. And now look 
just to the right – facing the foot is painting of the Madonna and child. The infant Jesus gazes 
up at his mother as she… cradles his foot!  It’s an usual gesture of motherly love which clearly 
resonated with Isabella. I think she placed the marble foot next to it so we’d notice it too. 
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Stop 205:  Tapestry Room 
 

You might have an immediate sense of the difference of this big space, from the rooms you’ve 
just come through. It’s less like an art gallery and, to me, more like a European noble hall. The 
walls and ceiling are wooden panels. 
 
Isabella created this room to house the set of monumental tapestries all around you. At the time 
these were made, tapestries – intricately woven from fine silk threads – were the most 
expensive art objects of their day. They were considered far more important than any painting 
or sculpture. They also provided insulation on cold walls – and they could be rolled up and 
carried from one sumptuous interior to another. 
 
To get you oriented in this space, from wherever you are, stop and notice that one end of this 
huge room has a fireplace. The other doesn’t. Let’s meet at the end without the fireplace. 
Remember, you can always pause your device if you need more time. 
 
Now, with your back at the wall at this end of the gallery, stand so the table with the red cloth is 
in front of you, and you’re facing the fireplace at other far end of the space. Now, look 
immediately to your left.  That’s the tapestry I want to show you. It’s one of a series of five 
tapestries about an ancient Persian King, Cyrus the Great, that’s in this room. Cyrus is the 
young man in the center, wearing very fashionable red tights, held up by ribbons. He’s 
gesturing to the man who approaches him, holding a dead rabbit. Inside the rabbit is a secret 
letter to Cyrus, encouraging him to revolt against his grandfather and seize control of the 
Persian Empire. Instead of looking like a Persian king though, Cyrus is wearing the height of 
European fashion during the time this was made: the 16th century.  
 
Now, move past the window to the right of this tapestry. We’re going to the nearby painting of 
the fashionable woman, above the desk. We know that Isabella loved and collected textiles; 
and she was surely was taken with this woman’s outfit. What a headpiece! Her green robe is 
edged with pearls. You know, this portrait has always reminded me a little bit of Isabella herself. 
The subject of this portrait – a woman not only fashionable, but fiercely determined – must’ve 
appealed to her. This is Saint Engracia, an early Christian martyr. She’s holding a tall palm leaf, 
symbolizing martyrdom. In her other hand – despite the calm of her face, and the emphasis on 
finery – she’s holding the spike that was driven through her skull when she wouldn’t denounce 
her belief.  
 
From this painting, turn to your right. We’re going to the wall across the room, towards 
the windows looking down into the courtyard. On that wall, go to the right of the 
windows. There are four cases, covered with cloths. Of these four cases, look at the first 
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case on the left. Lift the cloth to see another collecting interest of Isabella’s: Islamic 
manuscripts.  
 
The page on the left has to do with engineering. It dates from the year 1354, and it records a 
design for a “candle clock.” The page next to it – with the plants and charming birds – is an 
Arabic translation of an ancient Greek medical text. It was a guide to medicinal plants. The 
other three cases here also have Islamic manuscripts, including illustrations from the great 
Persian epic poem, the Shahnameh. Take your time perusing them, and when you’re ready, 
let’s meet at the fireplace at the other end of the room. Pause your device until you’re in front of 
the fireplace.  
 
The painting above the fireplace depicts Saint Michael, trampling over a demon. You can see 
the demon splayed out across the bottom of the painting, under the saint’s feet. I really love 
how the Spanish artist, Benabarre, created such a imaginative hybrid creature. You can see its 
webbed feet. On its stomach is a second face, in red – with a gruesome yet comically smiling 
expression. This painting is a good example of how the meaning of an artwork can change over 
time. Some viewers today are troubled by the fact that the demonic figure has both black and 
red skin tones. And it raises, for them, troubling questions about historical representations of 
race.  
 
Now, imagine the painting with a roaring fire in the fireplace beneath it! It’s like Isabella’s little 
joke; as if the fires of hell from which the demon came, are just below him. In fact, Isabella 
alluded to this herself, in a funny story of how – and why – she bought this painting:  
 
As the story goes, Isabella found out that this painting was for sale, but the Deputy Director of 
the Harvard Art Museum got to it before she could. When she heard, she invited him to dinner - 
in this very room! Imagine them sitting at the dining table that’s on the other side of the piano. 
During the course of the meal she pointed to the then empty space above the fireplace. She 
said to her guest “I understand you’ve recently bought a 15th century Spanish painting. Wouldn’t 
it look marvelous over my fireplace?” Then, with a mischievous twinkle in her eye, she picked a 
knife up off the dining table and jokingly implied that she might use it a weapon if she needed 
to! Needless to say, he let her buy the painting.  
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Stop 206:  Dutch Room  
 
Come into the center of the room, and move towards the two long tables. Find a comfortable 
spot anywhere around, or between, them. Even though Isabella had a passion for all things 
Italian, it’s with Dutch and Flemish art that she first made her mark as an art collector. That’s 
what we see in this room. What we also see in this room is evidence of a collector’s worst 
nightmare. Turn towards the wall that has two large, empty frames.  
 
These frames held two of the thirteen works which were stolen in 1990. They were both 
paintings by the beloved 17th century Dutch master: Rembrandt. The paintings were cut from 
their frames during the robbery. The one on the left was a double portrait of a man and his wife. 
The one on the right was the only seascape Rembrandt ever painted. The absence of these 
paintings means that Isabella’s original vision for this room isn’t complete. I’ll come back to this 
in a minute.  
 
Now, look at the large portrait on the wall between them: the man in armor. * It’s by the Flemish 
artist Peter Paul Rubens – who ushered in a looser style to 17th century painting. For example, 
look at the reflections off his dazzling armor. Rubens painted those reflections with such big, 
bold strokes!  The subject of this portrait is Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel.  He’s depicted as 
a general, but he was actually quite an unsuccessful military strategist. But he was one of the 
great art collectors of his time! Ruben’s depiction of him in armor is probably referring to 
triumphs in collecting, rather than on the battlefield. And that must’ve been part of the appeal to 
Isabella; a portrait of a fellow collector. And to add to Isabella’s triumph in getting it, it was the 
first major painting by Rubens to enter an American collection.  
 
Now, turn directly around, to face the opposite wall. Above the doorway, there’s a sculpture of 
man riding a horse. Just to the right of it, move towards that young man in the feathered cap. 
He’s looking straight out at us. This is a wonderful Rembrandt painting that is still here. It’s a 
self-portrait the artist made at the age of 23. At that time, he was trying to make a name for 
himself. He’s showing off his talent to prospective clients – with dramatic lighting, and so many 
different textures! Over his shoulder he has a jeweled chain, which captures the light with fine 
detail. I love how that the shadow is obscuring half his face. It invites us to look closer; and to 
wonder what he’s thinking… 
 
This painting is the work of art which really began this museum. Isabella had made a number of 
important purchases before this painting, but she kept them at her home. Acquiring this 
Rembrandt gave her the idea of a museum. She wrote in a letter about the kind of collector she 
was now going to be; writing, quote: ‘From now on I cannot afford to go after second rate works 
of art, I must only have first rate works of art.’  
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She certainly succeeded in her mission. She so carefully arranged conversations between 
works of art on the walls. As you look at this portrait of a young man, think about how Isabella 
carefully positioned him across the room from two paintings which he painted later in life. 41:11 
She’s having this young man look out, across the room, and see an illustrious future stretching 
out before him. This robs us all of Isabella’s complete vision.  
 
Let’s turn away from young Rembrandt now. With your back to this painting, next to the 
windows, there’s a desk and chair a bit to the right, just ahead of you. There’s another empty 
frame, another stolen artwork. It’s the museum’s missing Vermeer painting.  
 
I’m going to show you one more object in this room; something you might not have noticed on 
your own. Move ahead from the desk and the empty frame, toward the tall painting of a man 
wearing the red cape. To the right of that painting, there’s a tall wooden cabinet. There are 
three shelves inside. On the middle shelf, look for the tallest object. It’s in the shape of an 
ostrich. Do you see it? If you look closely under its wing, you can see that the silver body is 
formed around an actual ostrich egg. It’s from 17th century Germany. At the time, the egg would 
have been as highly prized as the fine silver around it!  Because ostriches were such giant birds 
found only in Africa, Europeans considered them ‘wonders of nature’. Objects like this were 
popular in European private collections that were sometimes called “cabinets of curiosities.” 
They were precursors to museums. 45:19 Having something from one of these early European 
collections surely appealed to Isabella’s view of herself as a collector – and to the idea of 
forming her own museum filled with the most wondrous objects she could find. 
 
To learn more about the story of the theft, there’s a book called ‘Stolen,’ on the bench near the 
courtyard windows. There’s also a feature about it on the museum’s website. 
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Stop 302:  Titian Room  
 
Hi, I’m Nat Silver, Associate Curator of the Collection, and I’ll be taking you around this room. 
Italian Renaissance Art is my specialty, and this room has some of the museum’s most 
important Renaissance and Baroque masterpieces. 
 
Move toward the middle of the room and look at the furniture on the platform. You may be 
surprised that I’m pointing out these chairs as some of the masterpieces. They’re a set from a 
Roman Renaissance palace, and each of them features a combination of visual effects of the 
furniture makers’ art. The intricate wood frames, covered in gold, simulate the appearance of 
gilded bronze. The beautifully painted flowered panels on their backs are carved to appear 
puckered all along the edges. That’s to imitate the look of animal skin. Isabella placed these 
prized chairs on a platform, with a beautiful carpet, conveying a sense of a stage, set to receive 
honored guests. 
 
Now, look for the wall with the rectangular windows that look out onto the street. Between two 
of the windows you’ll see a chair and a small table, with a painting on it. A sign that you’re 
moving to the right place is the little vase of flowers on the table.  
 
This was one of Isabella’s favorite paintings. It’s an unusually tightly framed view of Christ 
carrying the cross. By having Christ look directly at us, the artist, Giovanni Bellini, makes us feel 
part of Christ’s pain. Peer in closely and you can see tears on his cheek. Isabella bought this 
painting soon her husband Jack, died. This table is memorial to him. In the vase she always 
kept fresh flowers. It’s a tradition that the museum continues to this day. 
 
Now look past this painting, on the wall ahead of you - at the huge painting of a woman with 
bared legs. This masterpiece by the artist Titian is considered the finest Italian Renaissance 
painting in America – and the reason Isabella named this gallery the “Titian Room.” The ancient 
myth that inspired the painting, in a nutshell, is this: The king of the gods, Jupiter, falls in love 
with Europa, a princess. In order to trick her into becoming his lover, Jupiter takes the form of a 
playful bull. Europa, delighted by the tame animal, places a crown of flowers on its head. At that 
moment, the god springs into action, carrying her off across the ocean. There’s an immediacy 
to Titian’s depiction: the splash of the water, and the red cloth waved in the air, signaling panic. 
But do we get a sense of an abduction… or a seduction?  
 
When the painting first arrived from Europe into Isabella’s possession, she wrote about it 
rapturously. My colleague Christina Nielsen will read a passage to you:  
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CHRISTINA NEILSEN: I am too excited to talk. I am breathless about the Europa. Drinking 
myself drunk with Europa, and then sitting for hours, thinking, and dreaming about her. Every 
inch of paint seems full of joy. 
 
Isabella also created an amazing installation for the painting just underneath. On the table to 
the left, there's a bronze statuette of a boy with wings, blowing on a horn. You can tell from the 
little base under his feet, that he was meant to be standing upright. But Isabella turned him 
sideways, so his pose would match the winged baby in the corner of the painting. And did you 
notice the fabric panel with all the tassels?  That was from one of Isabella’s favorite evening 
gowns. I think she’s making a visual link between the tassels, and the tail of the bull above.  
 
Now, move to the right along this wall. Just on the other side of the doorway is a portrait of a 
standing man, wearing black. It’s is by the great Spanish artist, Diego Velázquez. You may be 
wondering why there’s a Spanish painting is in a room full of Italian works of art. Well, another 
theme of this room is European aristocracy; and this is a portrait of the Spanish King, Philip IV. 
Isabella Stewart Gardner was fascinated with royalty. In fact, she tried unsuccessfully to link her 
own family roots to Mary Stuart, also known as Mary Queen of Scots. In this portrait, Phillip is 
dressed in formal court attire. We know from historical sources that, when anyone came to 
Philip IV’s court to request a favor, the king would indicate his readiness to hear them by 
removing his hat and placing it on a table, as we see here.  
 
Now let’s look at the sculpture next to Phillip – this wonderful bust in dark bronze: a portrait of 
the pope’s banker. It’s by Benvenuto Cellini, who, in addition to being a leading sculptor, was 
also the pope's goldsmith. We can see his skill in fine metalwork in the incredible handling of 
the details here. In particular, I love the contrast of all the textures in his clothing, with the strong 
curls of his impressive beard.  
 
I want to show you one more thing in this room, that’s quite different. To find it, go back towards 
the close-up painting of Christ on the desk, with the vase of flowers. Near to it on that wall, look 
for the two low, matching wood cabinets, both painted yellow. These little chests look like they 
have drawers on the fronts. But the front of each one is actually a solid door, that swings wide 
open. Inside there are…. chamber pots!  For going to the bathroom. Having them in this room 
reminds us that Isabella loved to mix high, and low. And always, to surprise us.  
 
Oh, and a note that this room has, I think, the best view down into the courtyard. From here, the 
mosaic in the center of it – the Medusa – is facing us. 
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Stop 303: Long Gallery  
 
This narrow space is called the “Long Gallery” - for obvious reasons. There are many cases 
lining it, which contain rare books, letters, and personal objects related to artists and writers – 
as well as to presidents and royalty. The gallery includes objects from a lot of different times 
and places.  
 
I wanted to point out just a couple of things that are at the opposite end of this space from the 
stained glass window. Meet me at that end of the Long Gallery when you’re ready. 
 
Face the rectangular window at this end of the gallery. On your left, look for the painting of the 
Madonna, dressed in blue, holding the baby Jesus. A lovely young man – an angel – is with 
them.  The work is by Sandro Botticelli, the Italian Renaissance master of delicate forms, and 
diaphanous fabrics. Just look at that transparent veil on the Madonna’s head! And now look at 
what Isabella placed just underneath the painting: that wonderful piece of Islamic glass. It’s a 
section of a 14th century mosque lamp. Its transparency – and the elegant gold and blue 
decorations – are perfect companions to the painting. In fact, the pseudo-writing on the Virgin’s 
gown was inspired by inscriptions on Islamic imports into Italy, like this glass lamp. The pairing 
is an example of the way Isabella loved to make cross-cultural combinations. Look for those 
kinds of connections in this gallery, in particular.  
 
Giving a tone of devotion to the space, is the huge stained glass window at the other end. It’s 
from Soissons Cathedral, in northern France. Take your time moving towards it – and, when 
you approach it, you’ll see that the area just in front of the window is actually a small 
consecrated chapel. Isabella was a devout Anglo-Catholic, and, in her lifetime, she used this 
little chapel for religious services. There’s still one held here every year. It’s on the date of 
Isabella’s birthday: April 14th.  
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Stop 105: Gothic Room  
 
I’m Christina Neilsen, the Curator of the Collection. Now we’re in the ‘Gothic Room’ – named for 
the period of late Medieval art and architecture. The room is mainly devoted to religious art.  No 
matter what direction you entered from, I think that the overall impression you’re met with, is the 
play between light, coming through the round Gothic window, and the darkness of the ceiling 
and walls. And presiding over the space, from one of the corners of the room, is a life-size 
portrait of Isabella. In that wide gilded frame, she’s sort of animating the room with a golden 
presence.  Move towards her. She looks rather pleased, her mouth slightly open, as if in a kind 
of welcome. This portrait caused a scandal, however, when it was first shown at a private club 
in Boston, in the 1880s. For Victorian era Bostonians, all that radiant flesh was quite shocking. 
The overall approach was too modern. And yet, the painting seems to really belong in this room 
of medieval art! - with her figure pressed up to the surface against a background of pattern and 
decoration. And she’s standing in front of a medieval textile; which is on display in the Long 
Gallery. The pattern gives her a kind of secular ‘halo’ and a crown!  In front of the painting, she 
placed a large choir book – making the assemblage appear as an altar. Her signature 
accessory – the long pearl necklace with a ruby – is around her waist.  
 
Do you remember the painting you probably saw on the first floor – of the flamenco dancer, 
near the garden courtyard? This is by the same artist, John Singer Sargent. He sometimes 
used this room as a studio.  
 
Now, look to the right of the portrait – at the set of four tall, narrow windows. Just in front of the 
windows, there’s a table covered in red cloth, with two paintings, back-to-back on it. Move to the 
painting that’s on the side of the table facing Isabella’s portrait. This wonderful Virgin and Child 
is by Simone Martini – a master of late Medieval painting. I wanted to point out one detail: it’s in 
the lower right corner of the painting. Do you see that kneeling woman? She’s the donor of the 
painting, the person who commissioned it for a church, in about the year 1325.  I can’t help but 
think that Isabella placed this work – facing her portrait – because she identified with this female 
art patron. And, they’re both dressed in black.  
 
Now, move around to the other painting on this table. This is such a rare treasure. It’s one of 
just a handful of Giotto’s works in North America. Giotto was the first Italian Renaissance 
painter that portrayed psychological realism in devotional works. To foreshadow the crucifixion, 
notice how the arms of the baby Jesus are opened wide. But with one hand he’s grabbing at the 
facial hair of the man holding him – as babies do! And with the other hand he reaches out – in a 
truly baby-like way – to his mother. The center of the painting is essentially empty. This work 
dates the same decade as the painting by Simone Martini – the 1320s. But Giotto’s somehow 
feels so modern. 
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Now, turn directly around from the Giotto painting. Move toward the wall ahead of you. Hanging 
on the middle of that wall, between the courtyard windows, there are three panels of figures, 
joined together. The figures on it come out of the surface, three-dimensionally. It’s a German 
Gothic altarpiece; but the divine personages are depicted as altogether human – and 
charmingly so. In the center we see the Virgin Mary, with her mother, who’s wearing the white 
head covering. The toddler Jesus between them is so squirmy! Toward the bottom, one woman 
breastfeeds, while another baby drinks from a German tankard; looking maybe a bit…drunk? 
Isabella knew a good joke when she saw one, as we’ve seen in a number of places in the 
museum. 
 
I want to point out one more thing in this room. Turn around from the altarpiece, and look at the 
long table in the middle of the room; the one that’s covered with a cloth. At the end of it closest 
to you is a long metal object. It has the head of a bull, with curving horns, and hollow ears that 
stick out wide. It’s a weapon: a Persian mace. I couldn’t miss showing you this because it’s one 
of my favorite objects in the collection. When the person wielding it swung it around, the mace 
whistled! It’s a kind of psychological warfare, to intimidate opponents.  
 
And it’s also a reminder of the fact that there’s so much to see in every room of this museum. 
Take your time and find things that delight you. That is, in the end, what Isabella wanted most.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18 



ALT Titian Room (when Titian’s Europa is off view)  
 
Hi, I’m Nat Silver, Associate Curator of the Collection, and I’ll be taking you around this room. 
Italian Renaissance Art is my specialty, and this room has some of the museum’s most 
important Renaissance and Baroque masterpieces.  
 
Move into the middle of the room – and you may be surprised that I’m pointing out these chairs 
as some of those masterpieces. They’re a set from a Roman Renaissance palace, and each of 
them features a combination of visual effects of the furniture makers’ art. The intricate wood 
frames, covered in gold, simulate the appearance of gilded bronze. And the flowered panels on 
their backs are carved to appear puckered all along their edges, to imitate animal hides, pieces 
of leather. Isabella placed them on a platform, conveying a stage, set to receive honored 
guests. 
 
Now, look for the wall with the rectangular windows.Between two of the windows you’ll see a 
chair and a round table, with a painting on it. A sign that you’re in the right place is the little vase 
of flowers on the table. This was one of Isabella’s favorite paintings. It’s an unusually close-up 
view of Christ carrying the cross. By having Christ look directly at us, the artist Giovanni Bellini 
makes us feel part of Christ’s pain. Peer in closely and you can see tears his cheek. Isabella 
bought this painting soon after her husband Jack died. She created a memorial to him at this 
table. In the vase she always kept fresh flowers. It’s a tradition the museum continues to this 
day.  
 
Now, move to the wall ahead of you. To the right of the doorway there’s a sculpture – a 
wonderful bust in dark bronze. It’s a portrait of the pope’s banker, by Benvenuto Cellini, who, in 
addition to being a leading sculptor, was also the pope's goldsmith. We can see his skill in fine 
metalworking in the incredible handling of the details. I love the contrast of all the textures of his 
clothing, with the strong curls of his impressive beard. 
 
Just to the left of this bust is a painting of a standing man, wearing black. It’s is by the great 
Spanish artist, Diego Velázquez. You may be wondering why there’s a Spanish artist is in this 
room full of Italian paintings. Well, another theme of this room is European aristocracy; and this 
is a portrait of the Spanish King, Philip IV. Isabella Stewart Gardner was fascinated with royalty. 
In fact, she tried to connect her own family roots to Mary Stuart, also known as Mary Queen of 
Scots. In this portrait, Phillip is dressed in formal court attire. When anyone came to Philip IV’s 
court to request a favor, he would indicate his readiness to hear them by removing his hat and 
placing it on a table next to him, as we see here.  
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I want to show you one more thing in this room. To find it, go back towards the close-up 
painting of Christ on the desk. To the left of it on that wall there are two low, matching wood 
cabinets, painted yellow. These little chests look like they have drawers. But the front of each 
one is a solid door that swings open. Inside there are…. chamber pots!  For going to the 
bathroom. Having them in this room reminds us that Isabella loved to mix high, and low. And 
always, to surprise us.  
 
Oh, and a note that this room has, I think, the best view down into the courtyard. From here, the 
mosaic in the center of it, the Medusa, is facing us. 
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