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B E H I N D T H E S C E N E S

B Y  L E S L I E  G I L B E R T  E L M A N

DOORS OF IMAGINATION
A NEW  
COMMISSION 
AT THE 
SALMAGUNDI
U

sers of the library at the 
Salmagundi Club in New 
York City now have even 
more to study and con-
template there: the lumi-

nous pair of oil-on-aluminum panels 
being installed this month on the interior 
of its two entrance doors. Created by the 
Santa Cruz, California-based artist Noah 
Buchanan (b. 1976), these vibrant allegori-
cal works were commissioned by the club 
to mark its 150th anniversary.

A professional and social organiza-
tion for representational artists and their 
patrons, “The Salmagundi” is housed in a 
historic brownstone mansion facing Fifth 
Avenue in Greenwich Village. It remains 
one of the city’s best-kept secrets, and 
within its elegant rowhouse lies an even 
better-kept secret: a stunning library with  

A view of the Salmagundi Club’s library looking in 

from the newly adorned entry doors
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an unparalleled collection of visual reference materials. Begin-
ning in the years around 1900, the philanthropist J. Sanford Saltus 
(1853–1922) and artist William Henry Shelton (1840–1932) were 
among the club members who regularly traveled to Europe to buy 
books containing illustrations of uniforms and other costumes that 
the club’s many illustrator members could use for reference (often 
working to tight turnaround deadlines). 

“That was the golden age of magazine illustration,” says Alex-
ander Katlan, chairman of the club’s library committee. “The illus-
trators would refer to these books to ensure their creations were 
accurate.” In addition to donating printed books, some Salmagundi 
members assembled scrapbooks of fashion plates and magazine 
cuttings, organized according to subject. Many of the library vol-
umes contain notes, autographs, or nameplates related to the (often 
famous) artists who donated, compiled, or used them. 

Today, the Salmagundi library contains some 5,000 volumes 
of rare material catalogued using a unique method that predates 
the Dewey Decimal System. It is a stroke of good luck that Katlan 
is a highly experienced paintings conservator who has overseen 
three book restorers’ repair and stabilization of the most fragile 
and valuable volumes in the library collection, most of which pre-
date 1930.

Noah Buchanan’s digital rendering of how he expected the doors would look after 

installation

(BELOW) Detail of the figure study for Visual Perception, 2021, graphite, charcoal, 

chalk and crayon on prepared paper, 30 x 22 in. (overall)
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On a single linen canvas, Buchanan painted the color studies for Visual Perception and Light  (left) and Intelligence and Education  (right); 2021, oil on linen,  18 1/2 x 16 1/2 in. 

(overall)
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Also housed here are approximately 150 palettes used and signed 
by American artists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries — perhaps 
the largest collection of its kind anywhere. More than half of them 
were donated by club member Harry Willson Watrous (1857–1940), a 
former president of the National Academy of Design, who acquired 
such “demonstration palettes” from his fellow Academicians.

Small specialist libraries such as the Salmagundi’s are rare indeed, 
one reason the club members were thrilled to receive a major donation 
from an anonymous benefactor in December 2020 specifically desig-
nated to benefit this room. “The donor had taken a tour of the library 
and was very impressed because resources like this are disappearing,” 
Katlan explains. “The donor’s mother had been a librarian and this 
was just the kind of space she had loved.”

WINDOWS AND DOORS
There was little question regarding how the donation would be used. 
Part of it went toward replacing what Katlan calls the “drab and indus-
trial” windows in the library with handsome leaded glass. Those 
replacements have been created by J&R Lamb Studios of Midland 
Park, New Jersey, and are perfectly in keeping with the building’s aes-
thetic heritage. The rest of the gift went toward the cash prize in a 
new competition to design and paint complementary panels with an 
allegorical theme to be installed on the entry doors.

In all, 31 proposals were submitted by artists living throughout 
the United States and Mexico. In order to ensure objectivity, some 
members of the judging committee — Steven Assael, Jacob Collins, 
Amaya Gurpide, Jordan Sokol, and Robert Telenick — were drawn 

Study for Intelligence, 2021, graphite, charcoal, chalk and crayon on prepared paper, 

22 x 16 in. 

Two details of the finished painting Intelligence and Education, 2021, oil on aluminum panel, 66 1/2 x 23 1/2 in. (overall)
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from beyond the club’s rolls. “During their final decision-
making meeting, it became clear to them,” Katlan notes, “that 
Noah Buchanan had meticulously planned and considered 
every facet of the composition and the allegory. His was a 
very complete presentation,” one that features a harmonious 
scheme of blues, ochres, and umbers with accents of red that 
complement the library’s wood paneling.

The allegorical mandate held special appeal for Buchanan, 
calling upon the entirety of his experience, education, and 
influences. “I went to art school in Philadelphia, a city that is 
filled with sculpture and other artworks using the figure as a 
symbol for some aspect of the human condition,” Buchanan 
says. “It made our lives feel epic, mythic, spiritual. It gave us 
a feeling there was a greater part of ourselves we were striv-
ing to be.”

After spending two years at the Pennsylvania Academy 
of the Fine Arts, Buchanan ultimately earned a Bachelor’s 
degree from the University of California, Santa Cruz. He 
went on to earn an M.F.A. from the New York Academy of Art, 
where he studied with Martha Mayer Erlebacher (1937–2013).  
He recalls that she “told us that the figure must communi-
cate in a timeless manner. People use the figure to speak about 
their own lives, but that privatizing of the figure is not all it 
can do. Allegorical figures should communicate to everyone 
and speak about universal themes.”

ALLEGORICAL FIGURES
To design his panels, Buchanan began by considering which 
universal themes were appropriate for the context. “This is 
a library housed in a historic club for artists,” he notes. “The 
doors are in a niche framed by the library’s collection of art-
ists’ palettes. So I knew I had to do something with a painter 
holding a palette.”

Depicted on the left door, the female painter with a pal-
ette shading her eyes to gaze into the distance symbolizes 
Visual Perception. “This painter is representing the effort to 
see because the key to painting is learning to see,” Buchanan 
explains. “What enables that is the science of light.” Thus, 
hovering over the painter’s shoulder, we find the angelic 
character of Light, holding a prism to demonstrate white 
light breaking into colors. He whispers in her ear because, 
Buchanan observes, “Light is like a divine voice that whispers 
its knowledge to the painter. The theme of the divine inter-
acting with the mortal has always been part of my work.”

In this scene, the painter’s knee rests upon a stack of books. 
“The more that we know — about anatomy, the natural world — 
the more that we see,” Buchanan adds. “So, my subsequent idea 
was that Vision is augmented by Knowledge.”

Indeed, the right door panel expands on this idea, 
depicting Intelligence symbolized by a man in a golden cloak 
holding a celestial globe. Education is represented by a girl 
engrossed in a book. Both are fitting themes for a library.

As he conceptualized, Buchanan intensively researched 
the use of allegory and symbolism in art throughout history. 
Iconologia, an illustrated text by Cesare Ripa (c. 1555–1622), 
was a particularly valuable resource both to expand his under-
standing and to confirm his instinctual thematic choices. 
“Intelligence holding a globe is an old metaphor,” Buchanan 
says. “I chose a constellation globe because the constellations 
are built on mythology. It ties into the universe, but it’s also 

Compositional drawing for Visual Perception and Light, 2021, graphite on paper,  

17 1/2 x 7 1/4 in.
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divine. I had the idea to cloak Intelligence in gold, and, in 
studying Iconologia, I discovered that was the way Intel-
ligence was depicted traditionally. It shows that these con-
cepts and themes are so ingrained in us. That’s comforting.” 

In his right hand, Intelligence holds a serpent that cir-
cles Earth, hugging it and investigating it the way a snake 
would. Under the protective pose of Intelligence sits Educa-
tion, a barefoot, simply dressed child absorbing knowledge 
from a book.

While the figures in the painting have universal signifi-
cance, the models themselves have deep personal significance 
to the artist. The model for Visual Perception is Buchanan’s 
wife, Gretchen; Light and Education are his stepchildren, Kai 
and Eva. Intelligence is Crow, a friend and model who sits for 
him often. 

LONG-TERM THINKING
Buchanan uses words such as “romantic” and “lofty” to 
describe this commission. “Making art you know will be a 
physical part of New York City is really exciting. You are 
becoming part of the fiber of the city,” he notes. “There’s also 
the historical aspect of this commission, done in the tradi-
tion of painters who have belonged to the Salmagundi Club; 
it’s about making art that will live in a space where all those 
palettes are on display.”

On November 17, when the two panels are officially 
unveiled during an already-sold-out celebratory dinner, 
one more palette will be added to the Salmagundi collec-
tion. Along with his preliminary drawings for the doors, 
Buchanan has donated a signed palette resembling the one 
in his allegory. Quite appropriately, it will hang in a place of 
honor above the library doors.

Whether they attend the dinner or not, everyone is 
invited to visit the  Salmagundi Club  November 8–19 to 
enjoy two concurrent exhibitions. Beginning October 17, all 
of the preparatory drawings and studies that Buchanan has 
donated will be on view, along with five examples of other 
recent works by him. And starting November 8, many of the 
artists who entered the competition will be represented by 
both a study related to the library and a separate finished 
work. (Most of them will be for sale.)

Fine Art Connoisseur congratulates everyone involved in 
this exciting project and encourages other organizations to 
pursue their own initiatives that similarly weave together the 
past and the present.    

Information: Salmagundi Club, 47 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 
10003, salmagundi.org. The club welcomes donations to its Library 
Fund for further enhancements of this historic space and its contents. 
Noah Buchanan is represented by Dacia Gallery in New York City 
(daciagallery.com) and Winfield Gallery in Carmel, California (win-
fieldgallery.com). All works illustrated here belong to the Salmagundi 
Club, New York City.

LESLIE GILBERT ELMAN writes about art, antiques, and travel. 
Her most recent piece for Fine Art Connoisseur was “The Elizabeth 
Greenshields Foundation: Helping Artists Emerge” in the September/
October 2021 issue.

Compositional drawing for Intelligence and Education, 2021, graphite on paper,  

17 1/2 x 7 1/4 in.


