
IT’S ALL IN  
THE DETAILS
self-guided tour



Sometimes works of art are so powerful, complicated, or so full of different elements 
that it’s easy to miss details. And while not all details are important, sometimes they 
offer fascinating clues about function, religious belief, self-perception, and taste. This 
tour focuses upon some easy-to-overlook elements of collection objects, and invites 
close and careful looking—and offers fascinating insights and explanations about 
these details.

STRUCTURE OF THE WORLD
Bracelet with Incised Decoration, c. 700 B.C. 
FIND THIS IN THE ANCIENT ART GALLERIES

Cast in a mold and then hammered to an exacting thinness, this bronze 
bracelet features incised decoration that presents a schematic map of 
an early Greek conception of the structure of the world. From the time 
of the Homeric epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Greeks believed 
that the earth was a disk surrounded by water (Okeanos). Above was the 
sky (Ouranos), and below, the underworld. This bracelet diagrams this 
cosmology with a number of framed figures that run in the sequence: 
fish, bird, horse, deer, bird, fish. The fish stands for water; the bird, sky; the horse, domesticated 
nature; and the deer, wild nature. This linear sequence is actually a ring that describes the 
elemental composition of the world as the Greeks envisioned it. 

DAILY VENERATION
Jain Shrine, c. 1600 
FIND THIS IN THE ASIAN ART GALLERIES

Given the rich coloring and elaborate carving on this shrine, it’s 
hard not to be a bit overwhelmed by the details. It belonged to a 
person of the Jain faith, an Indian religion believing in nonviolence 
and reverence for all life. It was used for private daily veneration of a 
sacred image of one of the Jain saints which originally stood behind 
the center doors. So, among all the details, what’s the one to look for 
here? The crank stem. On the right side of the shrine, near the top, 
is a metal crank stem. This would have allowed a person to attach 
and turn a handle causing the row of musicians above the doors to 
move, allowing them to sound their cymbals and drums.

SCAN THIS CODE FOR A MAP IDENTIFYING 
THE LOCATIONS OF THE ARTWORKS



DIMINUTIVE SCALE
Diptych with Scenes from the Life of the Virgin and Christ, c. 1375–1400 
FIND THIS IN THE EUROPEAN ART, 13TH-18TH CENTURIES GALLERIES

This diptych, or two-leaved folding altarpiece, is remarkably 
full of easy-to-overlook details because of its diminutive 
scale. For instance, the first section at lower left, which 
depicts the Angel Gabriel telling the Virgin Mary that she 
would bear the Christ Child includes a dove fluttering above 
her head. This is a representation of the Holy Spirit, which 
many Christians believe to be one of the three separate 
but distinct aspects of God. Standing between the Virgin 
and the angel is a tiny vase holding a minute stalk of lilies, 
symbolizing the purity of the woman chosen to bear the son 
of God. Lastly, to the Virgin’s right is a tiny diamond-patterned piece of furniture with a sloped top. 
This is her prie-Dieu, (“pray [to] god”) where she prayed.

PORTRAIT IN A PORTRAIT
Pieter Duyfhuysen, Portrait of a Young Woman, c. 1645
FIND THIS IN THE EUROPEAN ART, 13TH-18TH CENTURIES GALLERIES

Who doesn’t love a portrait within a portrait? While we do not know 
this woman’s name, both her dress and the interior reflect the ideals 
of frugality and simplicity often found in Dutch Protestantism. The 
Reformation, a spiritual and physical revolt against the Roman Catholic 
Church, brought sweeping changes to European Christianity beginning 
in the early sixteenth century. Among the most important Protestant 
beliefs were the supreme authority of the Bible and the idea that 
salvation is possible through faith alone. The portrait on the wall to the 
sitter’s right depicts Simon Episcopus (1583-1643), and clearly shows 
her sympathy toward this popular preacher. He belonged to one of the 
many Protestant sects active in Holland, each of whom, though united 
against Rome, had distinct ideas on how to interpret the Bible.

FROM A SPIRITUAL OTHERWORLD
Spirit Spouse, 20th Century
FIND THIS IN THE AFRICAN ART GALLERY

Baule culture holds that souls come from a spiritual otherworld, which at birth, 
enter this world in a person’s body. However, someone’s life can be affected—
often negatively—by a “spirit spouse” in the otherworld. Spiritual advisors known 
as diviners frequently counsel troubled people to commission a carving of their 
spirit spouse to be cared for and appeased. This example’s size reflects its deeply 
personal use, and suggests that it was created for a child, and possibly worn as an 
amulet. The tiny sculpture has a rich patina indicating that it was probably rubbed 
repeatedly with oil. Perhaps the most fascinating detail on this object however are 
the shoes—which seem to be tiny high-heeled pumps.



Cover: Jain Shrine (detail), c. 1600, Gift of Louis E. Seley and sons Hervey and Elliott, Jr.
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THE SACRED HEART
Thomas Hovenden, Breton Soldier, 1880
FIND THIS IN THE AMERICAN ART, 19TH-21ST CENTURIES GALLERIES

This painting shows a Breton peasant arming himself for the Wars of 
the Vendée (1793–95). This series of French Revolution battles pitted the 
Bretons—French citizens of Brittany and faithful Roman Catholics who 
supported the monarchy—against the newly-formed republican forces who 
tried to eliminate religion and the aristocracy. During the series of conflicts, 
thousands of soldiers on both sides perished. Hovenden shows the peasant 
wearing the Sacred Heart patch of the royalist rebels who fought guerrilla 
style for the king. The image of the heart and cross symbolize the popular 
Roman Catholic theme of Christ’s long-suffering love and compassion 
towards humanity, despite their sinfulness. It reads “Dieu, le Roi,” meaning “God, the King.”

THE FRAME
Carroll Cloar, Pool Room, 1960
FIND THIS IN THE AMERICAN ART, 19TH-21ST CENTURIES GALLERIES

It’s easy to overlook a frame, especially this barnwood and burlap 
example. But it is worth pointing out, because it is the original. 
During the 1960s and 1970s, Cloar sold hundreds of works across 
the United States—some through his New York dealer to the city’s 
elite, and to celebrities like Doris Day and Jack Lemmon. However, 
he sold the majority of them from his home studio in Memphis, 
Tennessee to local collectors. Cloar preferred to sell his works 
framed, and so he purchased frames in bulk—and in the latest fashion—from a supplier in Florida. 
If you didn’t like the frame, he would remove it. However, Cloar was famously stingy and refused 
to reduce the price for an unframed painting.

TRICK THE EYE
John Frederick Peto, Still Life: Evening at Home, c. 1882
FIND THIS IN THE AMERICAN ART, 19TH-21ST CENTURIES GALLERIES

This painting is an example of a trompe l’oeil—literally “trick the eye” 
in French. The artist attempts to fool viewers into thinking they are 
looking at actual three-dimensional objects, as opposed to a two-
dimensional still-life painting. To create his illusion, Peto painted in 
a highly realistic style and included remarkably lifelike details, such 
as a book with a scuffed leather binding and worn gilding. The poor 
condition and careless placement of the volume add to the illusion 
that it was frequently, and recently,  read. Trompe l’oeil imagery is especially deceptive when 
viewed from afar. Has Peto tricked you?


