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Today I‟m going to discuss the Kress Collection Provenance Research Project, but before I do 

so, I need to briefly describe the Kress Collection. While the Kress story is familiar to most 

American museums, especially the National Gallery of Art and many represented here at the 

seminar, it is less well known outside the United States. In many ways the Kress story represents 

characteristics and qualities that Americans hold dear, in terms of work ethic and philanthropy.  

(slide) Samuel H. Kress was born in Pennsylvania in 1863, second of seven children. His first 

career was as a teacher, and from his salary he saved enough to buy a small stationary story.  A 

„self made man,‟ six years later, at age 33, he opened the first S.H.Kress & Co. Five- and Ten-

Cent Store in Memphis, Tennessee (1896). (slide) The popular store eventually expanded to a 

chain in 264 locations throughout the southern and western United States.  By the time Kress 

died in 1955, his empire had expanded to twenty –nine states and Hawaii [not yet a state].    

(slide) Kress hired staff architects, who distinguished his stores from those of his competitors, 

such as Woolworths, through standardized signage and graphics, and distinctive design. In their 

day, Kress stores defined Main Street America. As the former President of the Kress Foundation, 

Marilyn Perry, wrote, “ it is difficult now to recapture the adventure of  “going to Kress‟s” in the 

early decades” of the last century.  

A lifelong bachelor, Kress began collecting old master paintings as his health forced him to 

relinquish the daily responsibilities of his business to his brothers Claude and Rush. Beginning in 



the 1920s, in consultation with his primary advisor and dealer Count Alessandro Contini 

Bonacossi (slide) Kress embarked on the ambitious plan to acquire a work by every known 

Italian master. He eventually assembled a collection of over 1400 paintings, in addition to 

sculptures, medals, and decorative arts.  

In 1925 Kress bought the top two floors of a new apartment building at 1020 Fifth Avenue in 

New York, across the street from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Its seventeen rooms were 

eventually adorned with his collection. (4 slides – including the Giorgione Adoration famously  

displayed in the window of his flagship store in New York City for Christmas 1938) 

Virtually from the beginning, Kress‟ vision was to share his collection with the American people 

from whom he had made his fortune. He decided to give paintings to individual cities and set 

aside specific works from his growing collection from which potential recipients might choose. 

His first gift to an American museum was in 1927, when he purchased this Hondecoeter from 

Contini and donated it to the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  (slide) This was followed by 

individual gifts to San Diego, Houston and elsewhere.   

The Kress gifts were frequently the first Old Master paintings on the walls of local museums in 

many parts of this country. In order to expose even more Americans to Old Masters that they 

might not otherwise have the opportunity to see, Kress inaugurated a travelling exhibition of fifty 

Italian paintings from his collection. Opening in Atlanta in the fall of 1932, the exhibition 

eventually travelled to over twenty venues throughout the US. The popularly of the exhibition 

was unprecedented, and Kress had to decline dozens of other potential exhibitions sites.  

In 1929, Kress established The Samuel H. Kress Foundation, through which he engineered the 

distribution of his collection for the benefit of the American people.  The Kress Collection was 



donated to regional and academic art museums throughout the United States, with the single 

largest donation made to the National Gallery of Art in time for its inauguration in March 1941. 

(slide) 

Through this national program, the Kress Foundation ultimately donated more than 700 Old 

Masters to museums in eighteen American cities, with another 200 paintings divided into study 

collections for twenty-three colleges and universities.  Overall, 90 institutions in 33 states 

benefitted from Kress‟ stunning philanthropy. (slide, 4 slides with locations) 

From the beginning, the Samuel H. Kress Foundation has devoted its resources almost 

exclusively to programs related to the appreciation, interpretation, preservation, study and 

teaching of European art. That has included supporting research in American museums and 

scholarship on the Kress collection itself.  In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a nine volume 

scholarly catalogue of the entire collection was produced, including known provenance 

information (slide).  Since then, research has been decentralized to the repositories who steward 

the collection.  Their ability to perform systematic provenance research has varied widely. Some 

of the larger repositories, such as the National Gallery of Art and the North Carolina Museum of 

Art, have been fortunate enough to support the kind of time consuming and expensive research 

we‟ve been discussing these two days, while others are simply too understaffed or underfunded 

to do so. 

The Kress Foundation has generously granted the National Gallery of Art funds to support the 

Kress Collection Provenance Research Project.  The goal of the project is the on-line publication 

of current, searchable, documented provenance information for paintings in the Samuel H. Kress 



Collection, and the assessment of that information in order to formulate an efficient provenance 

research plan.  

The on-line publication of provenance information furthers the adoption of professional 

standards by Kress museums by demonstrating the museums‟ and the Foundation‟s strong 

commitment to transparency and support of the research required to document works in the 

Kress collection.  Establishing a research plan for systematic provenance research on Kress 

Collection paintings will permit an informed decision as to the most cost effective means to 

pursue this research.  Systematic research provides methodological efficiencies, economies of 

scale and a consistency in research standards that would not be capitalized upon if conducted 

independently by Kress museums or on a case by case basis.  

The resulting research plan could also serve as a model for systematic provenance research 

projects across collections, pairing experienced researchers with fellows/interns and utilizing 

technology for collaboration and research. 

The Provenance Research Project is based at the National Gallery of Art, which has an historic 

relationship with the Kress Foundation, not only through its initial and subsequent gifts of art, 

but also in its endowment of the Kress Professorship at the Center for Advanced Studies in the 

Visual Arts, as well as its support for exhibitions, publications and other scholarly projects that 

fulfill its mission. In addition, the Gallery Photo Archives is the repository of a complete set of  

photographs all Kress Collection paintings and sculptures before their deposit in museums 

throughout the United States , as well as the historic photographs we saw earlier and additional 

materials.  The Gallery also has files on all Kress paintings created during the course of the 

publication of the Kress collection catalogues.  



 

 

The Project is made possible not only because of the support of the Kress Foundation, but also 

thanks to its cooperation in sharing its own archives.  The project is also one of cooperation with 

the Kress repositories, about 30 of which are represented at this seminar, as we assemble the 

currently known provenance information. The information resides in a variety of formats – 

individual museum websites, collection management systems, published catalogues and paper 

files. In some cases the most recent research is that published in the Kress catalogues.  We are 

currently assembling this information and inputting it onto a single database (we‟re using TMS) 

from which we will be able to export the information for publication on one website in a fully 

searchable manner. 

As we are proceeding with assembling the information, we are also beginning to do some 

preliminary research using many of the tools and archives we have seem demonstrated during 

this seminar.  

Heinemann example 

Seligmann example 

Duveen example 

Zeri archive example 

Royal Academy exhibitions 



And of course we will be paying special attention to the role of Alessandro Contini-Bonacossi, 

who was instrumental in the formation of the Kress collection but who, unfortunately, is also 

considered a “red flag” name in terms of World War II provenance research due to his sales to 

Georing during the war. (slide)  I should mention now that by “we” I mean myself and my newly 

hired research assistant for the project, Fulvia Zaninelli. Fulvia is eminently qualified for this 

position as not only has she an intimate familiarity with the Kress collection, but she also wrote 

her master‟s thesis on Contini. 

Since Contini‟s business records are not known to exist, we are going to analyze the histories of 

objects sold by Contini for trends and clues for further research, for example the number of 

pictures that he appears to have acquired in England, which so far numbers about 40.  (slide) 

England is an obvious source of Italian pictures gathered up from Grand Tours, but we hope that 

in tracking all those acquired by Contini, generally through intermediaries, that we will find 

clues leading to archival documents created by his agents and other dealers that will illuminate 

individual histories.  

We are very excited about the Kress Provenance Research Project, both in terms of the 

information we hope to discover about individual Kress paintings, but also that we hope it will 

be a model for the kind of serious and coordinated research that can be achieved with dedication 

and support. 

 


