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The White House at 200 looks
more American than ever.
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ind Flourishes to Hail the New Chief |

troversy, a $1.78 million renovation that began in 1993
— and that includes the refurbishment of the Blue
and Red Rooms, the State Dining Room, the East
Room, the Cross Hall and the Entrance Hall — has
been largely ignored. When Whitewater and Monica
Lewinsky hog the headlines, new wallpaper for the
Blue Room grows pale by comparison.

“It makes better stories to write about Mrs.
Clinton as a purely political person, so I think the
changes in the White House, for the first time, have
gone wholly or largely unnoticed by the general
public,” said Carl Sferrazza Anthony,
who has written five books about first
families.

Rest assured, however, that it is
highly unlikely today that any president
will be denied a second term because of
his supposedly effete decorative tastes,
like Martin Van Buren, or hounded by
political rivals who say he’s wasting the
taxpayers’ money, like J. Q. Adams. or
that any first lady will be able to do
anything much more radical than choose

a china pattern, as Hillary Rodham Clinton has just
done. (Report, Page 4.) Since 1964 the Committee for
the Preservation of the White House, working with
the White House curator, has had full responsibility
for redecorations of the State Floor, which are paid
for by a private endowment.

And the changes carried out for the building’s
bicentennial say more about historical conformity
than about cutting-edge pizazz. The new flowered
curtains in the State Dining Room are “very Grosse
Pointe, very suburban,” said R. Louis Bofferding, a
New York furniture dealer and design historian, who
is a big fan of the French-flavored rooms done by the
Kennedys' decorator, Stéphane Boudin.

“I know there is a nostalgia and romance to the
Kennedy era,” countered John Wilmerding, a profes-
sor of American art at Princeton and a member of
the preservation committee. ‘““But many on the com-
mittee felt the decoration under Kennedy was too
French. We are adjusting it back to more American.”

In the early days of the committee, experts were
rarely consulted. “Before the Reagan administra-

Continued on Page 4

top; gilded chair and table by Bellangé; and State Dining Room eagle, in gleaming mahogany.

Photographs by Fred R. Conrad/The New York Times
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rated. You haven’'t heard? Six of the seven

ceremonial rooms on the State Floor have
been face-lifted, just in time for this week’s fife-and-
drum celebration of the building’s 200th birthday. But
unlike the decorating contretemps that have plagued
previous administrations — Nancy Reagan’s pricey
china, Jacqueline Kennedy's French decorator, Mar-
tin Van Buren's gaudy Parisian carpets
- this time out, hardly anyone has no-
ticed the changes.

Since Nov. 1, 1800, when John Adams
moved into a half-finished White House,
congressmen, curators and citizens have
quarreled over the most appropriate dé-
cor for the hnilding the nation’s maost

N EWS flash: The White House has been redeco-
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troversy, a $1.78 million renovation that began in 1993
— and that includes the refurbishment of the Blue
and Red Rooms, the State Dining Room, the East
Room, the Cross Hall and the Entrance Hall — has
been largely ignored. When Whitewater and Monica
Lewinsky hog the headlines, new wallpaper for the
Blue Room grows pale by comparison.

“It makes better stories to write about Mrs.
Clinton as a purely political person, so I think the
changes in the White House, for the first time, have
gone wholly or largely unnoticed by the general
public,” said Carl Sferrazza Anthony,
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a china pattern, as Hillary Rodham Clinton has just
done. (Report, Page 4.) Since 1964 the Committee for
the Preservation of the White House, working with
the White House curator, has had full responsibility
for redecorations of the State Floor, which are paid
for by a private endowment.

And the changes carried out for the building’s
bicentennial say more about historical conformity
than about cutting-edge pizazz. The new flowered
curtains in the State Dining Room are “very Grosse
Pointe, very suburban,” said R. Louis Bofferding, a
New York furniture dealer and design historian, who
is a big fan of the French-flavored rooms done by the
Kennedys' decorator, Stéphane Boudin.

“I know there is a nostalgia and romance to the
Kennedy era,” countered John Wilmerding, a profes-
sor of American art at Princeton and a member of
the preservation committee, ‘‘But many on the com-
mittes felt the decoration under Kennedv was ton
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refurbish the rooms with furniture appropriate
to the house circa 1817 — a vision not unlike
Jacqueline Kennedy’s.

In 1925 an advisory committee was formed,
but before long another decorating tug of war
arose over what period the house should reflect.
The American Institute of Architects entered the
fray. In her encyclopedic new book, ““The White
House” (Abbeville Press), Betty C. Monkman,
the present curator of the White House, writes
that the institute worried “that changes would be
made to the McKim, Mead & White state rooms
with their French furnishings and expressed its
views to President Coolidge.”” No changes were
made on the State Floor, where public receptions
are held, until 1928.

After a gutting and reconstruction of the White
House during the Truman administration, the
redecoration was done with moderately priced
reproductions from B. Altman’s in New York.

UT it was Jacqueline Kennedy who was

responsible for the most famous refur-

ment. Her extensive efforts to locate

authentic antiques associated with the house and

its history and to raise funds for them changed

forever the way the house was viewed. It became

a historical house, a museum to Federal style,
but not without considerable uproar.

Mrs. Kennedy gathered together a formidable
committee, with Henry Francis du Pont, founder
of Winterthur, the museum of decorative arts
near Wilmington, Del., as its chairman. Back
then, it was determined that the Red, Blue and
Green Rooms would reflect the best of American
design between 1800 and 1825, though Teddy
Roosevelt’s Colonial Revival interiors were re-
tained for the East Room and the State Dining
Room.

The Kennedys also hired Sister Parish, the
foremost American decorator of the time, only to
use her as a beard for the real decorator, Stéph-
ane Boudin, a Frenchman who specialized in
sophisticated interiors for millionaires and roy-
alty. For political reasons, Mrs. Kennedy tried to
keep his presence under wraps, but Maxine
Cheshire, the Washington Post columnist, ferret-
ed out the secret.

Behind the scenes, Mr. Boudin and Mr. du Pont
jockeyed for position as first adviser. James A.
Abbott and Elaine M. Rice, writing in “Design-
ing Camelot” (Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1998),
say that William Voss Elder III, the registrar of
the White House collection of furnishings, of-
fered this crowning criticism: *‘Mr. Boudin may
be all right as a decorator but he has absolutely
no knowledge or respect for American furniture
or paintings.”

In the end, however, Mr. Boudin and his client
prevailed. On Feb. 14, 1962, Mrs. Kennedy gave
the country a television tour of the White House.
Eighty million viewers didn't care who had
decorated it. They loved it.

What was regal and luxurious in the 1960’s has
now been rethought and made more properly
American. The differences are subtle but evi-
dent, as with the much stronger-looking silk-and-
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COLONIAL REVIVAL
Above, the State Dining Room
today. Some on the Preservation
Committee wanted to restore it to
the style of 1903, with Theodore

Roosevelt’s wood paneling and big-
game trophies, left. But the women vetoed the macho

For Nights When 298 F.O.B. Turn Up

HO says she's not a New
w Yorker? Hillary Rodham

Clinton has ordered a new
set of White House china — at cost.

The 300 12-piece place settings

from Lenox is the largest purchase
of china ever made for the White
House. The White House Historical
Association, which wanted new
china for the mansion’s bicentenni-
al, is footing the $240,000 bill. The
size of the order reflects the Clin-
tons’ custom of “‘serving larger

and larger dinners, all over the
house,” said Betty C. Monkman,
the White House curator.
Choosing the pattern is one thing
the first lady gets to do all by her-
self for the State Floor. And in a de-
parture from recent tradition, she
has replaced the presidential seal
with an image of the White House,
She selected cream-colored china
with a wide pale-yellow border in-
side a narrow gold border, decorat-
ed with raised white architectural

motifs, inspired by designs from
the State Floor. Mrs. Clinton will
introduce the china on Nov. 9 at the
White House birthday dinner.

The historical association will
pay for the china so that first la-
dies will never again have to beg
their wealthy friends for money —
or unieash the fury visited on Nan-
cy Reagan after she spent $209,000
on a dinner service, for which tax-
payers mistakenly believed they
had paid. MARIAN BURROS
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were leﬂ. rather than risk stripping them. But
the eagles on the McKim, Mead & White pier
tables now gleam in the original mahogany. (Mr.
Boudin had painted them white to blend in with
the painted paneling.)

Even Mr. Bofferding, the New York furniture
dealer, said that blithely painting historic ele-
ments today, for whatever reason, would be very
difficult. ““They were right to bring them back,”
he said, “and they look great to me.”

Mr. Bofferding takes a dim view of the flow-
ered curtains reproduced from a 1901 document,
which he said sacrifice style for accuracy. But
Russell Bush, a New York decorator, said ap-

i , “The State Dining Room looks like
Elsie de Wolfe working with Stanford White.” De
Wolfe, one of the most formidable decorators of
the early 20th century and a famous White
collaborator, *“would have picked that carpet
and those drapes,” he said.

The most striking change in the East Roqm
which also retains its Colonial Revival architec-
ture, was the undoing of yet another Boudin
improvement: the marble-like paint work -ap-
plied to the four red marble fireplaces and the
marble baseboard trim, to make them less jar-
ring against the pale walls. There was alsg a
practical consideration: television cameéras
oﬂmnlckedmepatmmthehreplwesmdthe
baseboards.

Some decorators bemoan the lack of contem-
porary furnishings and art in the White House,
noting that great French modern designers like
Andrée Putman and Philippe Starck have been
leaving their mark on the Elysée Palace for
decades. “I think it would be wonderful to.do
that,” Mr. Bofferding said, at the same time
confessing that “some of the furniture in’the
Elysée Palace is the worst I've ever seen.”

Still, Mrs. Clinton has made a stab at address-
ing design movements of the 20th century. She
was the first to add a painting by an American
woman to the White House collection, an ab-
stract landscape by Georgia O'Keeffe titled,
“Bear Lake, New Mexico.” (A de Kooning and a
Kandinsky, both on loan, hang in the family

Trs.)

With this sensitivity to the past instead of the
present, it was no surprise that not everyone was
thrilled when, in 1993, Mrs. Clinton accepted gifts
of contemporary crafts and displayed them on
the State Floor. “‘I thought they looked absolute-
ly superb and worked extremely well" Mrs.
Monkman, the White House curator, said of the
collection of studio glass, woven baskets, wooden
bowls and handmade silver. "Mmy people didn’t
think they were appropriate.”

So what would happen if a future first lady —
or first gentleman — wanted the White House to
display more up-to-the-minute statements of
American style? Like a cardboard chair by
Frank Gehry? Or a sleek sofa by Donghia? Or
Heaven forbid, an American icon like an Eames
stool?

“We would do our darnedest to persuade her
otherwise,” Mr. Wilmerding said. “If we didn't,
we'd probably resign.”



ings he considered out of date. The last auction
took place in 1903, when Theodore Roosevelt
unloaded all the furniture, woodwork and stained
glass installed in the 1880's by Chester Alan
Arthur, whose selection of Louis Comfort Tiffany
as redecorator was daringly modern — if in-
appropriate, in the eyes of later residents. (Tiffa-
ny was the Philippe Starck of his day.)
Theodore Roosevelt had the architectural firm
of McKim, Mead & White install Colonial Re-
vival interiors influenced by the late-18th-centu-
ry English designer Robert Adams. Grace Cool-
idge preferred the Federal period. When her

BARE EAGLE White paint is gone from

pedestals on Stanford White tables.

husband was elected in 1924, she wanted 1o
refurbish the rooms with furniture appropriate
to the house circa 1817 — a vision not unlike
Jacqueline Kennedy's

In 1925 an advisory committee was formed,
but before long another decorating tug of war
arose over what period the house should reflect.
The American Institute of Architects entered the
fray. In her encyclopedic new book, ““The White
House" (Abbeville Press), Betty C. Monkman,
the present curator of the White House, writes
that the institute worried ““that changes would be
made to the McKim, Mead & White state rooms
with their French furnishings and expressed its
views to President Coolidge.”" No changes were
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redecoration was done with moderately priced
reproductions from B. Altman’s in New York
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forever the way the house was viewed. It became
a historical house, a museum to Federal style,
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of Winterthur, the museum of decorative arts
near Wilmington, Del., as its chairman. Back
then, it was determined that the Red, Blue and

Mo onild reflec st of arican

Y

=l
N

ey Wt

»

L~

< - - —~ "
" - R *s
B AL TR e AW =

Photographs by Fred R. Conrad The New York Tumes

COLONIAL REVIVAL

Above, the State Dining Room

look of 1902 included oak-paneled walls and 11
big-game heads that Roosevelt had shot, “I think
the women on the committee, including Mrs.
Clinton, didn’t like the idea of a macho look like a
men’s club in New York," Mr. Wilmerding said.
“But the crucial fact is that the walls had been
buried under lead paint. To remove such hazard-
ous material would have meant closing the room
for as much as two years. And in the end | don't
think any of us wanted to dine under buffalo
heads.”

Silver sconces and chandeliers installed by
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Collection of Mrs. John M. Scott

IN THE WILDERNESS President’s house,

circa 1811, when Washington was a swamp.

Roosevelt and gilded in the 1960's by Mr Boudin
were left, rather than risk stripping them But
the eagles on the McKim, Mead & White pier
tables now gleam in the original mahogany. (Mr
Boudin had painted them white to blend in with
the painted paneling.)

Even Mr. Bofferding, the New York furniture
dealer, said that blithely painting historic ele-
ments today, for whatever reason, would be very
difficult. “They were right to bring them back,”
he said, “and they look great to me.”

Mr. Bofferding takes a dim view of the flow-
ered curtains reproduced from a 1901 document,
which he said sacrifice style for accuracy. But
Russell Bush, a New York decorator, sald ap-
provingly, “The State Dining Room looks like
Elsie de Wolfe working with Stanford White.” De
wolfe, one of the most formidable decorators of
the early 20th century and a famous White
collaborator, “‘would have picked that carpet
and those drapes,” he said.

The most striking change in the East Room,
which also retains its Colonial Revival architec-
ture, was the undoing of yet another Boudin
improvement: the marble-like paint work -ap-
plied to the four red marble fireplaces and the
marble baseboard trim, to make them less jar-
ring against the pale walls. There was als0 a
practical consideration: television cameras
often nicked the paint on the fireplaces and the
baseboards

Some decorators bemoan the lack of contem-
porary furnishings and art in the White House,
noting that great French modern designers like
Andrée Putman and Philippe Starck have been
leaving their mark on the Elysée Palace for
decades. “l think it would be wonderful to.do
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The White House at 200 looks

more American than ever.
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By MARIAN BURROS

EWS flash: The White House has been redeco-
Nraled You haven't heard? Six of the seven
ceremonial rooms on the State Floor have
been face-lifted, just in time for this week's fife-and-
drum celebration of the building's 200th birthday. But
unlike the decorating contretemps that have plagued
previous administrations — Nancy Reagan's pricey
china, Jacqueline Kennedy's French decorator, Mar
tin Van Buren's gaudy Parisian carpets
— this time out, hardly anyone has no-
ticed the changes
Since Nov. 1, 1800, when John Adams
moved into a half-finished White House,
congressmen, curators and citizens have
quarreled over the most appropriate dé-
cor for the building, the nation’s most
important home. In the 1820's, John Quin-
cy Adams was berated for using govern-
ment funds to buy a billiard table. Yet,
during an administration plagued by con-
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troversy, a $1.78 million renovation that began in 1993
— and that includes the refurbishment of the Blue
and Red Rooms, the State Dining Room, the East
Room, the Cross Hall and the Entrance Hall — has
béen largely ignored. When Whitewater and Monica
Lewinsky hog the headlines, new wallpaper for the
Blue Room grows pale by comparison

“It makes better stories to write about Mrs
Clinton as a purely political person, so I think the
changes in the White House, for the first time, have
gone wholly or largely unnoticed by the general
public,” said Carl Sferrazza Anthony,
who has written five books about first
families.

Rest assured, however, that it is
highly unlikely today that any president
will be denied a second term because of
his supposedly effete decorative tastes,
like Martin Van Buren, or hounded by
political rivals who say he's wasting the
taxpayers' money, like J. Q. Adams. Or
that any first lady will be able to do
anything much more radical than choose
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a china pattern, as Hillary Rodham Clinton has just
done. (Report, Page 4.) Since 1964 the Committee for
the Preservation of the White House, working with
the White House curator, has had full responsibility
for redecorations of the State Floor, which are paid
for by a private endowment.

And the changes carried out for the building’s
bicentennial say more about historical conformity
than about cutting-edge pizazz. The new flowered
curtains in the State Dining Room are “‘very Grosse
Pointe, very suburban,” said R. Louis Bofferding, a
New York furniture dealer and design historian, who
is a big fan of the French-flavored rooms done by the
Kennedys' decorator, Stéphane Boudin.

“1 know there is a nostalgia and romance to the
Kennedy era,” countered John Wilmerding, a profes-
sor of American art at Princeton and a member of
the preservation committee. “But many on the com-
mittee felt the decoration under Kennedy was too
French. We are adjusting it back to more American.”

In the early days of the committee, experts were
rarely consulted. “Before the Reagan administra-

Continued on Page 4
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tion, almost all the members were political ap-
pointees and didn’t have any training in the
decorative arts,” Mr. Wilmerding said. “The
depoliticizing of the committee was very good."

Though the committee seldom met during the
Reagan administration — Clement Conger, then
the White House curator, had been critical of the
work done by Mrs. Reagan's decorator, Ted
Graber — it was revitalized by Barbara Bush,
who also supported the creation of the White
House endowment with money from wealthy
donors. It stands at $28 million today and pro-
vides funds for acquisitions and for redecorating
the public rooms, which are in constant use for
official functions. Though Congress is responsi-
ble for the upkeep of the house, it no longer
controls the purse strings for redecoration,
which can be useful for a president who doesn’t
share the political orientation of the Congres-
sional majority. As honorary chairwoman of the
Preservation Committee, Mrs. Clinton attended
all nine meetings.

In contrast to the historically minded commit-
tee’s desire for a more ‘“‘American” White
House, for the first 150 years the 132-room
mansion was decorated in the style of the times
— that is, it was modern, and reflective of
contemporary trends and fads, many of them
foreign. The stone structure designed by James
Hoban in 1792 is Palladian, inspired by cutting-
edge neo-Classical Irish houses of the day, while
the interiors were more often than not reflective
of what was hip in France, thanks to an especial-
ly Eurocentric president, James Monroe.

It was Monroe and his wife, Elizabeth, who
installed the first important household furnish-
ings: 54 pieces of carved and gilded French
Empire furniture by Pierre-Antoine Bellangeé, a
Parisian cabinetmaker. Only eight pieces cur-
rently reside, thanks to James Buchanan's
wholesale housecleaning of White House furnish-
ings he considered out of date. The last auction
took place in 1903, when Theodore Roosevelt
unloaded all the furniture, woodwork and stained
glass installed in the 1880's by Chester Alan
Arthur, whose selection of Louis Comfort Tiffany
as redecorator was daringly modern — if in-
appropriate, in the eyes of later residents. (Tiffa-
ny was the Philippe Starck of his day.)

Theodore Roosevelt had the architectural firm
of McKim, Mead & White install Colonial Re-
vival interiors influenced by the late-18th-centu-
ry English designer Robert Adams. Grace Cool-
idge preferred the Federal period. When her
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GETTING THE FRENCH OUT
O Jacqueline Kennedy imported the
j) ™" Paris designer Stephdne Boudin,
who daringly changed the Blue
i Room walls, right, from blue to
cream for a better transition to the
Red Room. Below, the new trompe l'oeil border and
wallpaper with medallions, from around 1817.
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wool fabric that was installed this year in the
Red Room, where Mr. Boudin had used a sophis-
ticated but fragile cherry-red silk. Now, the color
is “‘gutsy mascuiine American neo-Classical red,
historically correct,” said Robert Bitter, a co-
owner of Scalamandré, which provided both
fabrics. He distinguished between French Em-
pire and the American interpretation of it. “ High
French style is more ornate,” he said. ‘“What
we're seeing here is an American version of
French Empire.” .

The fabric content is more useful, too, in
rooms visited by more than a million tourists
each year. As Mr. Wilmerding put it, “The
guiding principles are, one, practical — simple
conservation, protecting fabrics and material
from wearing out — and then aesthetics.”

The most extensive redecorations have taken
place in the Blue Room. Mr. Boudin’s choice of
tone-on-tone cream silk wallcovering instead of
blue — which made the room a gentler transition
between the vivid Green and Red Rooms flank-
ing it — has been replaced by tone-on-tone cream
wallpaper peppered with medallions. “The me-
dallions are much more appropriate to the peri-
od,” said Richard Nylander, chief curator and
director of collections for the Preservation..of
New England Antiquities in Boston and a preser-
vation committee member. '

As for the wallpaper border overhead, slides of
wallpaper from 1815 to 1820 were borrowed from
the Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum in
New York and projected on the walls to find the
right sapphire blue. When the border arrived,
however, the paper was a dark reddish brown
above the swag design, mimicking a shadow, and
it looked awkward. The committee took Mrs.
Clinton’s suggestion to cut out the brown part.
The result is a trompe I'oeil touch that blends
into the valances of the curtains. (Mr. Boudin
had used actual silk swags, which were, like
many of his touches, generally seen in European
houses of the day, but not American ones.) .

Not all the historical road maps were followed.
In the State Dining Room, the Colonial Revival
look of 1902 included oak-paneled walls and 11
big-game heads that Roosevelt had shot. “‘I think
the women on the committee, including Mrs.
Clinton, didn’t like the idea of a macho look likea
men's club in New York,” Mr. Wilmerding said.
“But the crucial fact is that the walls had been
buried under lead paint. To remove such hazard-
ous material would have meant closing the room
for as much as two years. And in the end I don’t
think any of us wanted to dine under buffalo
heads.”

Silver sconces and chandeliers installed by
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