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Diego Rivera paints Irene Estrella. 

July 17, 1954

Corliss Lamont ‘20 excitedly writes Lamont Gallery 
Director Glen Krause, from the Hotel Reforma in Mexico 
explaining his desire to purchase a “top-notch” portrait by 
Diego Rivera.  Captivated by the baby girl’s portrait, 
Lamont ‘20 immediately thinks of gifting it to his alma 
mater.  In the letter, Lamont ‘20 recounts the artist’s 
opinion of the painting by recalling, “Rivera told me 
personally a few days ago that this is one of his best 
works.”  Interestingly enough, in his original letter, 
Corliss Lamont ‘20  misspells the title instead scribing, 
“Irene Esdella.” This leads to a string of errors throughout 
several correspondences to come.  This is also the 
summer in which Frida Kahlo passes away and 
additionally, the time in which Rivera paints the portrait 
of Corliss Lamont. 

October 1 & 5, 1954

After reading a New York Times article about 
Rivera rejoining the Communist Party, Lamont ‘20 
consults Glen Krause, worried that PEA would not 
accept his gift because of the artist’s radical 
political stance.  He states, “Of course, it is a 
completely non-political painting, but the hysteria is 
so great in this country at the present time that I feel I 
must check with you once more about the matter.” 

With some deliberation, Glen Krause responds to Corliss Lamont ‘20 
explaining, 

November 4, 1954

In preparation for the painting’s arrival, Glen Krause writes Corliss and Margaret Lamont 
declaring, 

July 31, 1979

On this date 36 years ago, Gallery Director John Wharton approves the temporary loan of 
Irene Estrella to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.  It has been there ever since, only leaving 
the museum to participate in traveling exhibitions.  There, the painting receives the best care 
possible, with many different museum experts ensuring its utmost safety and conservation. 

December 6, 1983

Linda Downs, curator of education 
at the Detroit Institute of Arts, 
contacts Gallery Director H. Nichols 
B. Clark to secure a loan for Irene 
Estrella in the upcoming “Diego 
Rivera: A Retrospective.” This 
exhibition would be the first major 
retrospective to showcase the 
artist’s body of work in the United 
States and Europe—115 paintings 
and portable frescoes and 120 
drawings—just in time to 
commemorate Rivera’s 100th 
birthday.  The exhibition focuses on 
Rivera’s invaluable contribution to 
20th century American art.  Clark 
drafts a loan agreement and sends 
it to the DIA. 

August 22, 1985

In a condition report, an assistant conservator at the Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts declares that “Simply put, the painting is 
remarkably well-preserved and in excellent condition.” She strongly 
urges the construction of a Plexiglas box, though, protecting the 
painting’s “nearly pristine surface.”  Somehow, twenty-five years at 
PEA did not leave a trace on Irene Estrella.  Below, a conservator 
inspects the surface of Portrait of Corliss Lamont, another Diego 
Rivera portrait that was gifted to the school. She looks through the 
microscope to examine every inch of the canvas for flaws, just as she 
did with Irene. 

February 1985 January 1988

In three years, Irene Estrella travels with “Diego 
Rivera: A Retrospective” from the Detroit 
Institute of Art to an exhibit in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art.  It then travels to the Palacio de 
Bellas Artes in Mexico City, only to jet off to 
Madrid to hang in the Queen Sophia Art Center.  
The exhibit moves onto the Staatliche 
Kunsthalle in Berlin and then ends its journey 
at the Hayward Museum in London.  In total, 
1,195,530 museumgoers see the exhibit in its 
various locations.  In a thank you note, Linda 
Downs states, “We are confident that the 
exhibition has introduced Rivera to a new 
audience and has promoted to a re-evaluation 
with those familiar with his work.  It was also 
a wonderful international celebration of one of 
the finest modern masters.” 

September 11, 2015

April 25, 2000 

November 22, 1989

The Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden 
writes the Boston Museum of Fine Arts asking 
reproduce a photo of Irene Estrella in Four Latin 
American Pioneers of Modernism.  Because the 
original loan specifically inhibits photographic 
reproduction Irene, John Wharton must send his 
verbal confirmation to the Boston Museum of Fine 
Arts to take photographs.  

April 18, 1990

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
Art Museum contacts the Lamont Gallery 
to borrow Irene Estrella for an exhibition 
entitled “Personal Intensity: Artists in 
Spite of the Mainstream” for November 
and December of the following year. 
Ultimately John Wharton responds and 
refers his contact to the Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts, passing the decision to the 
institution that has “temporarily” housed 
the painting for 11 years.  For one reason 
or another, curators at the UWM do not 
use it in the show. 

November 23, 1998

June 2, 1997

John Wharton approves 
the use of Irene Estrella in 
Pair It Books with a photo 
researcher from the 
Steck-Vaughn Company.

Concerned with issues of storage space, lack of 
gift acceptance policies, security and 
conservation at the Lamont Gallery, Samuel 
Heath looks into selling “our Rivera” through 
an auction house.  In an email to Jim Theisen, 
PEA CFO, Heath writes,

“Thanks for sending over the latest Christie’s 
Latin American catalogue.  Looks like a meager 
sale.  I suspect that owners are holding back 
their good stuff because the Latin Americans 
(the principal buyers of this material) are in 
economic woe and not buying. Probably a low 
point in the market.  I will snoop in New York 
this winter to get a sense of the market, but my 
guess is that now is not a good time to sell our 
Rivera.” 

The painting was never sold for one reason or 
another. Heath does voice viable concerns that 
many institutions must face when deciding on 
a commercial or educational mission state-
ment. 

While updating the loan agreement after 21 years, 
Heath writes a light-hearted letter to a curator at 
the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.  Heath, a fac-brat 
and graduate of 1972 recalls how at 6 years old he 
might have accidentally sprayed the painting with 
root beer when it hung in the unlocked 
common room of Wheelwright.   Later in life, 
Heath encountered the painting when he interned 
at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.  He explains 
he “pulled the picture from storage and placed it 
in the modern galleries alongside the Matisse, the 
Picassos, and that wonderful Orpen.  The picture, 
like so much art from the south of the Rio Grande, 
posed problems for the institution’s conception of 
artistic geography: should it hang with the 
American pictures or the European pictures? No, 
it doesn’t fit, let’s leave it in storage…” 

2014

Giulia Biscontin from the Fondzione Musei Civici di 
Venezia asks PEA to borrow Irene Estrella for an exhibition in 
the Palazzo Ducale in Venice Italy. The exhibition, a 
comprehensive look at Henri Rousseau and his influences, is
entitled “Henri Rousseau: Il Candore Araico (Archaic 
Candor).” Lauren O’Neal thought the email inquiry was some 
kind of “sophisticated spam.” She recalls, “Fortunately Giulia 
was as persistent as I was skeptical, and she kept patiently 
reminding me of the institution’s interest in including our 
painting in the Henri Rousseau show.”  O’Neal confirmed that 
the painting was, in fact, loaned to the Boston Museum of Fine 
Arts.  It was a group effort to get the painting ready for 
Venice. The painting was prepped for international travel with 
the help of the Boston MFA’s assistant registrar, Mary Frances 
Allen and conservator Irene Konefal.  According to Konefal, 
the painting needed a protective frame with an Optium 
acrylic surface in order to travel.  O’Neal remarks, “Countless 
other staff members and organizations were involved in 
facilitating this loan.  In the U.S., Skinner, Masterpiece 
International, U.S. Art and FAE (art shipping companies) all 
helped with the many details of getting the painting ready for 
its international tour.” According to O’Neal, “That’s when the 
fun began.” 

Lauren O’Neal agrees to extend the loan for Irene Estrella’s 
participation in “Henri Rousseau: Il Candore Arcacio” at the Palazzo 
Ducale in Venice.  The exhibition is extended for additional month due 
to the exhibition’s popularity.

April 3, 2014

Diego Rivera’s Irene Estrella returns 
to the Lamont Gallery after a 36-
year absence. 

A “Top-Notch” Story: How Irene Estrella Found Her Way to PEA

The “wonderful Orpen” that hung near 
Irene Estrella during Heath’s 
internship.  Entitled Summer Afternoon 
(Artist in his Studio with a Model), Sir 
William Orpen painted it in 1913.  After the renewed loan, the 

Boston Museum of Fine Arts 
organizes Edward Weston: 
Photography and Modernism, which 
showcases the portrait. 

A conservator examining the surface of Diego Rivera’s Portrait of 
Corliss Lamont from 1946.  

During 2002, the Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts curators pluck 
Irene Estrella from storage to hang in 
the American Galleries, available for
 public viewing. 

2002

Photograph courtesty of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. 

Photograph courtesy of the Phillips Exeter Academy archives. 

 Photograph courtesy of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. 

Photograph courtesy of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. 
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l’Orangerie and 24Ore Cultura. 
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Irene Estrella’s story does not end 
here at the Lamont Gallery.  After 
spending the winter months at 
PEA, the painting voyaged on to 
Paris in March.  There, Irene 
rejoined the Henri Rousseau 
exhibition, “Le Douanier Rosseau: 
L’innocence Archaïque,” showcased 
at the  Musée d’Orsay from March 
21 to July 17, 2016.  Following 
Paris, Irene will travel with “Le 
Douanier Rosseau: L’innocence 
Archaïque” to the National Gallery 
in Prague. 

March 20161945

The U. S., with consent from the 
United Kingdom, drops nuclear bombs 
on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, decimating the 
population and marking the first use 
of atomic weaponry.

Winston Churchill delivers his 
renowned “Iron Curtain” speech at 
Westminster College in Fulton, 
Missouri.  

In Congress, U.S. 
President Harry Truman 
asks Greece and Turkey to 
abstain from embracing 
communism, delivering 
what is now known as 
the Truman Doctrine and 
considered the official 
declaration of the Cold 
War. 

1947

1949

Chairman Mao Zedong 
declares the Communist 
People’s Republic of China. 

1950 1975

Vietnam War

1948

Following WW2, the 
pardoned Germany was 
divided into several sections, 
controlled by various Allies. 
Russia, wanting Berlin for 
itself and desiring the 
departure of the Allies, 
blocked off all transportation 
into Berlin.  Instead of 
retreating, the Allies 
supplied support from the 
air, in a year long event called 
the Berlin Airlift. It was also 
in this year that the State of 
Israel was recognized.

U.S. Senator McCarthy asserts the existence of a list of
communists in the State Department. Although no such list 
existed, McCarthy exploits this nationwide fear in the United 
States to gain power and eventually accuses the military of 
communist tendencies.  Lasting for three years, the Korean 
War also began in 1950. 

1956 

The Soviet Union swiftly 
crushes the Hungarian 
Revolution. 

1957

The USSR launches 
Sputnik into space,
initiating the Space 
Race. 

1959

Fidel Castro 
establishes a  
dictatorship in 
Cuba. 

1962

Through increasing tensions, the 
U.S. and the Soviet Union come 
to the brink of a nuclear war, 
through the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

1963

U.S. President John F. 
Kennedy is assassinated 
in Dallas, TX. 

1966

The Cultural Revolution begins 
in China. 

1969

American 
astronaut, Neil 
Armstrong, lands 
on the moon.  

1981

Lady Diana marries Charles, 
Prince of Wales. The very 
first cases of AIDS were 
reported in 1981 as well. 

1986

The U.S. space race comes to an end 
with the explosion of the U.S. NASA 
space shuttle, the Challenger, after 73 
seconds into flight. 1986 also marks 
the year in which the catastrophic 
nuclear accident at the Chernobyl 
Nuclear Power Plant occurs in 
Pripyat, in the then USSR. 

1989

The end of the Cold War comes with the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the 
dissolution of the USSR in 1991. The 
Tiananmen Square Massacre also occurs 
in Bejing, after students rally for 
democracy. The Chinese government 
eventually declared martial law, using 
military force to subdue protesters, 
killing and injuring over 7,000.

1990

Nelson Mandela is released, 
after his imprisonment 
in 1964 for campaigning 
against the apartheid in 
South Africa. 

1968
Civil Rights Activist, 
Martin Luther King 
Jr., is assassinated 
in Memphis, TN. 

1967

Revolutionary 
leader Che 
Guevara is 
executed in Bolivia. 

2003

A record heat wave spread 
throughout the summer in 
Europe, killing 37,000. Lasting 
until 2011, the Iraq War begins 
in response to the unresolved 
nature of the First Persian Gulf 
War and U.S. concerns after 
the 9/11 attacks. 

Mark Zuckerberg’s ‘02 
Facebook launches and 
NASA’s Mars Rover Mission 
explore the surface of Mars.

2004

2005

Hurricane Katrina 
tears through New 
Orleans, LA. 

North Korean 
conducts its first 
nuclear test. 

2006 2007

Steve Jobs 
launches Apple’s 
first generation 
iPhone. 

 In Japan, a magnitude-9 scale earthquake sets 
off a massive tsunami, causing radioactive water 
to leak from the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant.  The Arab Springs uprisings also 
ignite revolt throughout Egypt. 

2010

The World Heath Organization 
declares the Zika outbreak a 
global public danger.  Meanwhile, 
the world is taken aback by the 
Paris bombings earlier in the year. 
Gay marriage is also legalized 
throughout the United States.

1972

2015

2000 

This year marks the 
end of single party 
rule in Mexico. 

1970

 The Munich Massacre occurs at the 
1972 Olympics.  Eleven Israeli 
Olympians are kidnapped and 
eventually murdered by a 
Palestinian terrorist group, Black 
September.  President Nixon also 
comes under fire this year, for his 
attempts to cover up the Watergate 
scandal, leading to his resignation. 

PEA officially transitions to 
co-education; 39 female 
day-students begin their 
Exeter education this year.

1980

While attempting rescue 52 
American hostages from Tehran, the 
Iran Hostage Crisis ends in failure, 
with 8 servicemen dead. Beatles 
band member John Lennon is also 
assassinated.  

1984

Indian Prime Minister, Indira 
Gandi is assassinated by her 
body guards. 

The BP Oil Spills wreaks 
havoc on the Gulf of 
Mexico, spreading 
throughout deep waters 
and taking a significant 
toll on the ocean 
ecosystem. 

2011

1987

The global stock market 
crashes on “Black Monday.”  At 
PEA, trustees announce
Kendra Stearns O’Donnell 
as the 12th principal; she is 
the first woman to hold this 
position. 

1985

The wreckage of the 
Titanic is discovered. 

Benazir Butto is the Prime Minister 
of Pakistan and first woman to lead 
a Muslim nation.  The Persian Gulf 
War also comes to an end in 1988. 

1991
South Africa votes to 
repeal Apartheid laws.

1992

The Yugoslavic republic of Bosnia-
Herzegovina asserts independence from 
Yugoslavia.  As a result of tensions 
between Bosnian-Serbs, Bosniaks and 
Croatians, the Bosninan Genocide begins 
in 1992, one of the worst instances of 
genocide since the Nazi’s destruction of 
European Jews during WW2. 

1993

For 100 days, the 
Rwandan Genocide 
occured, as the Hutu 
and Tutsi people began 
slaughtering each other 
as a result of racial 
tensions brought about 
by European colonization 
and rule. 

1995
In Tokyo, members of a 
religious cult released a 
sarin gas attack on the 
Tokyo subway system.

2001 

The September 11th terrorist 
attacks on the U.S. occur, as 
al-Qaeda terrorists hijack 
commercial planes to crash 
into the Twin Towers and the 
Pentagon.

1979

Margaret Thatcher is elected 
as British Prime Minister.  She 
goes on to serve the British 
people in this role until 1990.

1982

The British suppressed 
Argentina in the 
Falkland War, after 
Argentina invaded the 
Falkand, South Georgia 
and South Sandwich 
Islands, in hopes of 
gaining sovereignty. 

The Soviet Union shoots down a 
South Korean jetliner en route to 
Seoul after it allegedly crossed into 
Soviet skies. There are no survivors. 

1978

U.S legislation passes the 
Indian Child Welfare Act, giving 
Native American parents the right to 
deny the government from forcibly 
placing their children in boarding 
schools and assimilate them to white 
culture.  The government had been 
seizing children from their 
parents and reservations since 1860. 


