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Through the foundation that bears his name, Albert C. Ba rnes put into 
pract i ce John Dewey ' s notions of education, democracy, and scientific method. 
A descrip tion of the egal i tarian and emp iri cal aspects of the insti tution known 
as The Barnes Foundation confirms the instrumental function of art for educa 
tion. The Barnes Foundation served as a l earning laboratory rather than as a 
museum of art; in th i s manner works of art served an instrumenta l function 
through indicating Deweyan theory about democracy and education. 

Th e Border l;ne 
B e tween A r t a nd 

E duca t; on a t Th e 
Bar n es Foundat;on 

There ;s a fine li ne distingui 
sh ing art and education at The Barnes 
Foundation in Mer ion, Pennsylvania. 
The Foundation defines itself not as 
a museum but as an educational 
institution . Even today it is easier 
to view this extraordinary collection 
of art as a student than as a public 
spectator. When Or. Al bert C. Barnes 
established his Foundation i n 1922 he 
designated i t an institution con
cerned with education in art. But is 
took nearly forty years of litiga
tion, first by The Philadelphia 
InqUirer, later by the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania, to open the Founda
tion doors to limited public viewing. 

Today one hundred people with 
reservations, and on e hundred with 
out. are granted admittance to The 
Barnes Foundation eve ry weekend 
excepting the months of July and 
August when the gallery is c l osed. 
Upon registering at the gate and 
paying a one dollar fee , visitors may 
view the collection , half the gallery 
at a time, without guides, or cata
logues, or even labels for t he works 
of art . 

But Barnes' collection is well 
worth seeing, for the art, and for 
the educat ion . It i nc ludes two 
hundred Reniors , nearly a hundred 
Cezannes, over sixty Matisses and 
forty Picassos, al l nearly impossible 
to find in reproduction. ( 1) 
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Jam- packed in the gallery. the works 
offer a wide survey of the artists ' 
development.(2) In addition, the 
gallery presents a range of art 
objects from antique to modern, and 
fo lk to fine. 

The press and some biographers 
(Chanin, 1961; Harris, 1982; Schack, 
1960) have often emphasized difficul
ties encountered with gaining admit
tance t o the Foundation, with dealing 
with Barnes , and with the contents of 
the gallery itse l f. However, the 
borderline between art and educati on 
rema i ns the focus of The Barnes 
Foundation: the i nst rumental value 
of art to education i s intrinsic. 
Barnes ' art col l ection was instrumen
tal to a realization of John Dewey's 
ph il oso phical ideas about the sc;ence 
of the social and art as education. 
An historical description of the 
egalitarian and empirical aspects of 
the institution confirms this. 
A rt a s Ex p er ; e n ce, 

Dewey] a nd Bar n es 
Albert Barnes estab l ished The 

Barnes Foundation i n 1922, "to 
promote the advancement of educat ion 
and the apprec i ation of the fine 
arts " (article II of the By- Laws of 
The Barnes Foundation, in Cantor, 
1974, p.173) . Barnes appointed John 
Dewey to its s·taff as Di re ctor of 
Education and endowed t he Foundation 
with ten million do l lars. A photo
graph of Dewey hangs ;n The Barnes 
Foundation office; i t is inscribed , 
"To The Barnes Foundation which puts 
into practice my beliefs and hopes 



for democracy and education." 
Dewey attributed the presence of 

the paintings and other objects of 
art at The Barnes Foundation as one 
factor in the development of his 
aesthet ic philosophy. When Dewey 
dedicated Art as Experience to 
"Albert C. Barnes , in gratitude" for 
their conversations llin the presence 
of the unrivaled collection of 
pictures he has assembled,1I Dewey 
noted, "The i nfl uence of these 
conversations, together with that of 
his book, has been a chief factor in 
shaping my own thinking about the 
philosophy of esthetics." (Dewey, 
1934/ 1980, p. viii) 

Albert Coombs Barnes (1872 -1951) 
lived in Philadelphia , Pennsylvania . 
He 'shared an interest in art with 
high school classmates John Sl oan and 
~~i 11 i am Gl ackens. But Barnes became 
a chern; st, not an art; st . After 
attending medical school Barnes 
stud i ed in Germany. There he met 
Hermann Hille, a chemist with whom he 
collaborated and later developed the 
patent medicine Argyrol.<3> When 
Barnes' Argyrol factory began to 
prosper in Philadelphia, he resumed 
his ea rlier interest in painting. 
But one day, realizing his own work 
was without merit, Barnes burned all 
190 of his paintings (Schack, 1960). 

Argyrol made Barnes a million 
aire whi l e he· was still in his 
thirties (Harris, 1982) . In 1905 he 
built the house where the Foundation 
later was to be, on Latches Lanes, in 
Merion, just west of Philadelphia. 
That year too Barnes bought a smal l 
Italian landscape by Carat (Harr is, 
1982), and added to his co l lection by 
buying from conservative Philadelphia 
and New York galleries (Schack, 
1960) . 

When Barnes renewed his friend
ship with Glackens some five years 
later, he was influenced to begin 
collecting modern art. In 1912, 
Barnes sent Glackens to Paris with 
520,000 to buy works by Renoir, 
Cezann e , and other French artists 
(Schack, 1960). Barnes became a 
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self- taught co l lector and critic; 
and, in an educational experiment 
begun in Argyrol factory. Barnes put 
into practice the social and scienti 
fic aspects of John Dewey's philoso
phy of democracy and educat ion . 

EGALITARIAN 
A SP ECTS 

The Educational 
Experiment: The 

Factory as 
Educational 
Laboratory 

Although the Foundation opened 
;n 1924, the start of the educationa l 
experiment with the Argyrol factory 
workers began a number of years 
earlier. It often happened that some 
of Barnes' employees got into trouble 
with the police. To solve the 
consequent problem of employee 
turnover, Barnes became personally 
interested in his workers ' out-of
factory concerns. He attributed hi s 
worker's personal difficulties to the 
fact that their earlier education had 
been neg l igible, and he determined to 
rectify the situation. 

So from the beginning the art i n 
the Barnes Collection was used for 
educational purposes. The in i tial 
educational experiment emphasized 
discussions of psychology using 
William James' Principles of Psychol
QSY (1890). With the publication of 
Oeweyls Democracy and Educa t ion 
(1916), Barnes was inspired to 
broaden the course of study to 
matters of economic and personal 
interest to his workers. Discussions 
i ncluded social conditions and 
evolution, topics taken from Bertrand 
Russell's Why Men Fight (1917) and 
H.G. Wells' Outline of History 
(1920). In addition, the environment 
was enhanced by or; g; na 1 works of 
art. Barnes spoke of the origins of 
visual arts in his educational 
experiment as follows: 

We always had pictures in the 
building. One fellow came to me 
one time with drawings of some of 
our pictures. And a ll the boys 
were excited. His name was 



Theodore. We had half a dozen 
Negros around. I said, "What do 
you think of that thing of 
Theodore's ?" I think it was very 
cred ib le [sic]. I didn't want to 
give him any fa l se opln10n. I 
said, "Theodor e, that ;s a good 
copy of what you have there, but 
what is the use of copying? I 
would not want to copy someone 
else. Why don't you do something 
of your own?!! They got interest
ed in pictures, and they studied 
them. (Barnes, in Cantor, 1974, 
pp_ 81-82)_ 

One of Barnes' assistants at the 
factory, Mary Mullen, planned the 
educational programs and led the 
discuss ions. She wrote of the 
lunch-time seminars: 

At first the discussion was 
dominated rather by feeling than 
intelligence: imagination con 
stant ly tended to encroach upon 
the sphere of reflection. The 
l eader of the group did not 
repress fee lin g and imaginat ion 
but analyzed them when they 
intruded i n the wrong place 
Thanks to the keenness of their 
interest, and to their powers of 
picturesque express i on, the 
discussion retained a color, a 
vividness, and intensity which 
visitors to the c l ass, men who 
occupy chairs in colleges and 
universities, declared to be a 
welcome contrast to the dullness 
and perfunctoriness characteris 
tical l y found in the ordi nary 
academic classroom. (Mullen, in 
Schack, 1960, p_ 99)_ 

Violet de Mazia provided more 
details about the educational experi 
ment in her essay HAn Experiment in 
Educationa l Method at The Barnes 
Foundation" (1942). The essay is 
included in Art in Education : A 
Collection of Essays published by The 
Barnes Foundation (1954). De Maz ia 
wrote that two hours of each workday 
were set aside for class instruction . 
The too l s necessary for "the experi 
ment " (p. 136) were of two kinds: a) 
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paintings from Barnes' collection 
which covered t he walls of the 
factory's s; x offi ce rooms; and b) 
the workers' own cur iosity and the i r 
practi cal duties at the plant. Oe 
Mazia wrote of the egal i tarian 
atmosphere at the factory as a result 
of the class sessions: 

In an atmosphere that was com
pletely democratic, the workers 
developed initiat ive and found 
greater incent ive to expansion of 
their individual abilities, wh i ch 
l ed to growing efficiency in 
operation and management of the 
plant, to increased fi nand a 1 
returns for the enterprise and 
its employees, and to more 
leisure time resu l ting frem both. 
The additional leisure was 
employed for further cultivation 
of the workers' interests, and 
was directed, in part, to discus 
sing some of their personal 
prob l ems with the purpose of 
inculcat ing the essentia l if 
sound thinking stripped of 
academic trappings. The f unda 
menta 1 concepts in Dewey's 
epoch - making books, Democracy and 
Education and School and Society, 
were simplified and brought 
within the comprehension of al l 
the workers, no matter what their 
previous education. (1954, p. 
136)_ 

F rom F ac t orY to 
Foundat;on: 

Gro\Nth ;n the 
Educat;onal 
E xper;ment 

When pract icing artists and 
students heard about the experiment 
and began to visit the collection 
asking to join the classes, it became 
apparent that the program and f ac ili 
ties needed to grow. Con sequent ly 
the Foundation was formally organized 
in December, 1922. Thus it was that 
the earlier experiment in adult 
education provided impetus and 
philosophica l direction for the 
educationa1 institution that i s The 
Barnes Foundation. 



The by-laws of The 
Foundation stipu l ate that the 
ciation of the collection 
indeed be egalitarian: 

Barnes 
appre

sha 11 

On three days a week (one of them 
shall be Sunday) the gallery 
shall be open to the public under 
such regulations as will ensure 
that it is the pl ain people, that 
is, men and women who gain their 
livelihood by daily toil in the 
shops, factories, schools, stores 
and similar places~ who shall 
have free access to the art 
gallery upon those days when the 
ga 11 ery is t o be open to the 
public . (from Article IX, 
paragraph 30 , of the By-Laws of 
The Barnes Foundation, in Cantor, 
1974). 

Paragraphs 32 and 33 of the by-laws 
pay special regard to the Founda
tion's philosophy, "The establishment 
of the art gallery is an experiment 
to determine how much practical good 
to the public of al l classes and 
stations of life" such an experiment 
wi 11 be; and the "purpose of the gi ft . 
is democratic and educational in the 
true meaning of those words, and 
special privileges are forbidden." 

In 1917 Barnes enrolled as a 
special student in Dewey's social 
philosophy seminar at Columbia 
University, commuting between Phila
delphia and New York to attend. This 
marked the beginning of the l ifelong 
friendship of the two men; cemented 
by shared interests in education , 
democracy, art, and scientific 
method . Their association was sealed 
wi th Dewey 's appointment to the staff 
of the Foundation as educational 
advisor and consultant in 1922. The 
by-laws of the Foundation, Dated 
January 24, 1940, de l ivered to Dewey 
the sum of five thousand dollars a 
year for the rest of his life. 

Dewey's conception of democracy 
as a mode of association which 
prov i des its members ample room fo r 
experimentat io n, opportunity, and 
growth through exper i ence, is embod
ied i n Barnes' exper iment in an 

65 

egalitarian approach to education in 
and through art. Democracy and 
education as philosophy and method 
were realized through the Founda
tion's effort to take art out of the 
esoteric world of the cu l tural elite 
and link it to the l ives of the 
working class society. Even today, a 
pamphlet pub l ished by the Foundation 
notes, "Art is not a phase of life 
apart fr om the workaday world to 
which one turns in moments of l ei
sure, or pe rhaps in the name of 
' culture'. The Foundation's approach 
takes art out of i ts usually-de
tached, esoteric world and l i nks it 
up with life itself." 

EMPIRICAL ASPECTS 
Soc;al Value of 
the Sc;ent;f;c 

Method as 
Employed by The 

Barnes F o undat;on 
Dewey considered his philosoph i 

cal ideas part of a movement toward 
empiricism based on a new concept of 
experience, combining a naturalistic 
vision with an appreciation for the 
experimental method practiced by the 
sciences. As expressed in his books 
Democracy and Education (1916) and 
Experience & Nature (1925), Dewey ' s 
concept of empiricism is seen to be 
instrumental to socia l and intellec 
tual progress utilizing a scient i fic 
model of inquiry. 

In Democracy and ·Education Dewey 
wrote of the function of science in 
the school curriculum as an organ of 
genera l socia l progress . He saw 
instrumental value in the experimen
tal method, pra i s i ng the function it 
performs for the human race. Accord
ing to Dewey, " i n emancipati ng an 
ide a from the particu l ar context in 
which it orig i nated and giving it a 
wider reference the resu l ts of the 
experience of any in dividual are put 
at the disposal of all men" (1916/-
1966, p. 230). 

Further, Dewey wrote i n Experi 
ence & Nature (1916) of the value of 
scientific method in re l easing the 
mind from captivity to dogma. He 



noted that Leonardo had said that 
true knowledge begins with opinion, 
thereby announcing the birth of the 
method of modern science: "Not that 
opinion as such is anything more that 
opinion or an unconfirmed and unwar 
ranted surmise; but that such surmis
es may be used; when employed as 
hypotheses they induce experimenta
tion. They then become forerunners 
of truth, and mind; s released from 
captivity to antecedent beliefs" 
(1925/ 1971 , p . 129) . (4) 
Sc;ent;f;c Method 

at The 
Barnes Foundat;on 

Dewey was very concerned with 
educat ing the masses; he was serious
ly interested in bringing ar t to many 
peop l e in a way that affects the i r 
1 ives, integrating the aesthetic with 
ongoing experience . Dewey's socially 
instrumental scientific approach to 
learning was the educational method 
at The Barnes Foundation . In his 
foreword to Barnes' book The Art of 
Renior (1935 ), Dewey noted that his 
own "educational ideas have been 
criticized for undue emphasis upon 
intelligence and the use of the 
method of thinking that has its best 
exemplif ication in science;" there
for e he t ook sat isfaction in the fact 
that an institution concerned with 
education in art embodied his educa
tional ideas (Dewey, in Barnes and de 
Mazia, 1935, p. xl . 

This use of sc ientific method i s 
discussed by Barnes in The Art in 
Painting (1928). The book was 
intended as a text to correspond to 
the method of education in art at the 
Foundation. Barnes wrote that the 
book was an experiment in the adapta 
tion of the principles of scientific 
method to the study of art, and that 
as far as he knew, this was a new 
technique which owed i ts orl91n to 
Dewey's writings (1928 , pp. 11-12 ). 
Specifically, the "meth od comprises 
the observation of facts , reflection 
upon them, and the testing of the 
conclusions by their success in 
app l ication. It stipulates that an 
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understanding and appreciation of 
paintings is an experience that can 
cqme only from contact with the 
paintings themselves." (1928, p. 
10) . 

Dewey agreed that The Barnes 
Foundation exemplified what theory 
meant in practice (1954, p. 8). 
Learning took pl ace in the experience 
of the object being studied, with the 
Foundation serving as the labo ratory 
for the analysis of visual art. The 
art object was a source and a solu 
tion in a problem and student- orien
ted learning environment. But there 
were social as wel l as aesthetic 
goal s in the learning laboratory 
within the Foundation walls . 

Dewey wrote of the socia l value 
of paintings beyond being mere museum 
pieces isolated from a social context 
in his essay "Affective Thought 1n 
Logic and Painting" (originally 
written for the Journa l of The Barnes 
Foundation, April, 1926) : 

" ... paintings when tak.en out of 
their specialized niche are the 
basis of an educat ional experi 
ence whi ch counteracts the 
disrupting tendencies of the 
hard-and-fast specializat ions, 
compartmental divis ions and rigid 
segregations which so confuse and 
nul li fy our present life" (1954, 
p. 104). 

Dewey expanded his thoughts upon the 
subj ect in Art as Experi ence. 
Present i ng historic reasons for the 
compartmental conception of fine art, 
Dewey cited nationa li sm, imperialism, 
and the growth of capitalism (1934/ -
1980, pp. 8- 9); then he defined t he 
solution to the prob l em as "that of 
recovering the conti nuity of estheti c 
experience with normal processes of 
living" (p. 10) . \~ i th in The Barnes 
Foundation works of a r t are no t 
compartmental i zed according to 
artist , era, or even social caste , as 
with the separation of the popular 
and the so called f ine arts. 

The Contents of 
the Laboratory and 
The;r Arrangement 



B;arnes' "unrivaled call ection
o( plct~rts (Dewey, 1980, p. viii), 
includes the work of the (oremen
tioned modern French masters. In 
addition, the collect i on ranges fr om 
~ericin primi tives to American 
~derns , and includes Flemish, ear ly 
itali an , and Renaissance paintings as 
we ll. But the fl ct that these 
paintings share wall s paci with 
Pennsylvania Ge rman me t al work, with 
pawter and potter y, an t ique desks and 
dower chests, i nd i cates the educat i ve 
f unc t i on of the collection as Dewey 
woul d h~ve It: without separating 
art from life , wi thout pandering to 
tha elite, and without being captivi 
t o the dogma of estab li shed .esthet ic 
theory . 

Critics af the display of 
Barnes' colliction compla in that the 
pa in t inss are not hung in a conven
t ional museUlil mannltr; they ;are 
crowded and in poor light, with 
modern and ant ique paintings and 
furni t ure ju~taposed without titles 
or dates (Harris, 1982, p, 18). 
Vi ola te. de Muil, the current 
Vice-President and Director of 
Educat ion of The Barnes Foundation, 
countered cri t i c i ~s of the disolay 
of the collec t ion by pointing to the 
explic i t educat lon~ l Inten t ion of the 
artworks t hrough their Irrange~ent. 
She wrote th~t a school ~uch as The 
Barnes Foundation, ",elects and 
assembles its mater i l l s primar ily 
according to their ~b lli ty t o f oster 
understand ing of objictivi Investl;a
tion and to help In demons trat i ng the 
princip l es of aesthetics," ( IS83, p. 
2), Fur t ntr, the arrangement of t he 
paintings ind other works of ar t Is 
not static; the works art moved about 
for specific educational discussions . 

De Mal ia ll ktned the wa ll s of 
The hrnu Foundation to h.rger 
"wall- p i ct~rts" (lS83, p.6). Charac 
te ris t ics from the works maki ng UP 
the wa ll - pictures promote "infor~ed 
percept i on" on the Plrt of the viewer 
who is "read il y led to transfer 
qua li t ies appe~rln; in one ite~ In t o 
the oake~o of the others" (po 6). In 
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fatt in th~ authors uperience, this 
dOllS happen. The viewer finds 
hersel f quite spontaneously senSing 
new r e l at ionships in colors , rhythms, 
patterns, and meani ngs. In drawing 
out relationships betwetn group ings 
of works diverse In period or style, 
the vl ewlr 's IKplrience is enr iched 
by the discoveries ~nd insights 
derived from the active and creat ive 
aspec t of appreciation. 

Al so to promote the gestalt of 
an overa ll imprtSSion, labels of t he 
artworks arl purposeful ly absent f rom 
t hl walls, ag,ln an -Int lntlonal 
"",Ission" to enhance object lvg 
percept i on of t he works; and .ga ln, 
to enhance the educational function 
of the wall-picturQs. Oe Mazia 
under scored the approach the Fo~nda

t ion takls to the vi ewer ', education; 
by omi tt ing titles for t he works of 
art, the viewer's att lntlon Is no t 
deflected "fr om any intrinsic alsthl
tic significance t he n',akeup of the 
picture of objec t , as the ~ i t 
i s, might off.r" (l983 , p. 11). 

The Ar t Dlpartment of The Bar nes 
Foundat ion continues to offer classas 
In t~e appreciation ano understandln~ 
of art. The educational progr ... 
cont inue s t o be basee upon Dewey's 

. phi losophy af damoc r~cy and eouca
t ion. As l~al1 Urhn I! always , 
part ici pants Include art students , 
artiStS, and laymen. A Foundat ion 
pamphlet lists the reQu i sitls for 
admi~sion as "the assurance of 
regular ~nd punctual attendance, and 
thl possession of an open mind and of 
a genuine Inur es t in taking an 
.ct\ve part In the work and in do ing 
all designated reading" (pamphlet 
published by Th, Barnes Foundat ion. 
no date). The annual tu i t ion char~e 
i s $100, a l though fu ll tlw.. students 
in high school and coll ege are ex~Pt 
from this fee. The two-year co~rses 
consist of l ectures , nd seminar 
sessions; and Observa t ions arQ 
verified emolr lc, lly, in th' works 
t hemselves, 

Wh ll , The Barnes Founda t ion 
pronates Its, lf as ega litari , n oasee 



on Dewey!s principles of social 
democracy and scientific method, in 
pract i ce there are two problems. 
First, the lack of identification of 
the artwork - the title, date, place 
of origin - removes the artwork from 
its social/genetic context . There
fore, the work of art loses some of 
the socially contextual value of the 
democratic education Dewey envi
sioned, disallowing the role of works 
of art as social artifacts. Second, 
although self-defined as democratic 
and egalitarian, it cou ld very well 
be argued that the admissions policy 

of The Barnes Foundation even today 
is excl us ionary and therefore as 
elit ist as the high/fine arts milieu 
which Barnes stood against. But for 
those students or visitors who can 
get in, The Barnes Foundation contin
ues t o function as a public learning 
1 aboratory. 

Aside from these contradictions , 
The Barnes Foundation continues to 
tie art to education, promoting a 
consequent enrichment of life, as 
Dewey would want it , by offering the 
aesthetic withi n the continuity of 
ordinary life experience. 
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Footnotes 

Black and white reproductions of some of the works of art are found in 
publications of the Barnes Foundation. The or iginal edition of Art as 
Experience includes fi ve reproductions from Barnes' collection. 

Harris (1982) wrote that vi ew ing Barnes' Matisses is crucial to an "adequate 
understanding" of the artist ' s development; he added that the Cezannes 
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"constitute the most important s i ngle group of the pa in ter's wor ks in 
existence, its significance having less to do with the number of pictures 
involved than with their quality and representati veness" (1982, p. 14 ). 

3 Argyro l i s t he precursor of the s il ver nitrate put in the newborn's eyes to 
pr event blindness caused by conjunctivitis neoto rum . 

4 When applied to aesthet i cs, Dewey 's empiricism r esemb l es Fechner's (1876) 
sc i ence of aesthet i cs, where induction rep l aces deduction, and individual 
aesthetic dogma. Fechner, the foun der of psycho -physics, pub l ished a 
treatise about a scientific approach to aesthetics, uwhich should proceed by 
observation and i nduction, ris i ng to generalizations 'from be l ow' i nstead of 
work ing downward by deduction from metaphysics" (Munro, 1956, p. 5). 
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