
New Tea and Talk Series 
Front and Center

Whereas its past summer lectures took place on Wednesdays, the weekly Summer 2012 Tea 
and Talk Series at Ventfort Hall are now scheduled mainly on Tuesdays at 4:00pm.  All talks 
throughout the year at Ventfort Hall now come under the catchy Tea and Talk title and include 
the museum’s extraordinarily popular (“May I serve you?”) Victorian Teas. The summer series 
of ten talks offers a wide range of delectable subjects:

June 19, Donald W. Linebaugh, associate professor, School of Architecture, Planning and 
Preservation at the Universit y of Maryland, will turn up the 
jets on “The Springfield Gas Machine: Illuminating Industry 
and Leisure” developed after the Civil War as a gas lighting 
system marketed for use in homes and businesses located 
beyond the reaches of cit y gas works.  Ventfort Hall was 
illuminated by such a system.

June 26, Wally Stock, piano restorer, Renaissance man, will 
ask us to lend an ear on “Music and Voices of the Gilded 
Age,” including Thomas Edison and Theodore Roosevelt 
through actual early phonograph recordings.

July 11 (Wednesday, 4:30pm), Susanna Reich, author, 
will have us wishing we could tickle the ivories with “Clara 
Schumann:  Piano Virtuoso,” the title of her book, nominated 
Best Book of the Year by the School Library Journal.  Her 
talk will precede a special High Victorian Tea at 5:30pm and 
a performance of Ventfort Hall’s sensational summer theatre 
production, Clara at 7:00pm.  

July 17, Dr. Giraud Vernam Foster, will bring to life a 
“dazzlingly formal” country house in the days of his childhood 
visits to his grandfather (and namesake) in “Remembering 
Bellefontaine.”  Houses of the Berkshires co-author Richard S. 

Jackson, Jr., will introduce our distinguished speaker. The talk 
will be held in conjunction with a viewing upstairs of “Treasures 

of Bellefontaine”, a new exhibit of exquisite decorative 
objects and paintings from the fabled Gilded Age 
mansion, now the elegant spa, Canyon Ranch.  

July 24, William Patriquin and Julie Sloan, stained-
glass experts and authors of The Berkshire Glass 
Works, and George Wislocki, historic Pittsfield home 
owner, will fix our sights on “The Glassworks and the 
Glassmaker.”  Wislocki owns the splendidly restored 
Victorian home of Morris Shaff, the superintendant of 
the once-prosperous glass company in Lanesborough.

July 31, Jeremy Goodwin, author, will show us how 
the other half lives with “The Heiress and the Art 
Critic” with references to that one-of-a-kind Bostonian, 
Isabella Stewart Gardner, and the questionable but 
charming art expert, Bernard Berenson.

August 7,  Francis Morrone, architectural historian, 
arts critic, teacher, will crack open the book on “The 
New York Public Library,” the subject of a volume 
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Sargent, August 28

Spring Antiques Fair
Ventfort Hall Mansion and Gilded Age 

Museum will be the setting for its first 
annual spring antiques fair planned in 
cooperation with the Rhinebeck Antiques 
Fair organization.  The event, with dealers 
on view in the historic 1893 Lenox mansion 
and on the estate grounds, will be open to 
the general public on Saturday, June 2, from 
10:00am to 5:00pm, and on Sunday, June 
3, from 10:00am to 4:00pm, rain or shine.  
A preview part y will take place on Friday, 
June 1, from 6:00 to 8:00pm.

Berkshire County is a new region for the 
Rhinebeck organization and Ventfort Hall is 
its first historic house venue in the 36 years it 
has been in business.   Known far and wide for 
its famous annual antiques fair in Rhinebeck, 
New York, as well as the developer of other 
shows, the group will bring to Ventfort Hall 
such leading dealers as Knollwood Antiques, 
South Bridge, MA, specialists in antique 
home furnishings; J. Gallagher Antiques, 
North Norwich, NY, dealers in 18th and 
19th century fireplace equipment; Michael 
Weinstein Antiques, Binghamton, NY, fine 
antique jewelry and watches; Terra Mare 
Antiques, Sharon, CT, antique ceramics. 

Also included are GPSF Antiques, 
Glenham, NY, Victorian, Country, Arts 
& Crafts and Midcentury furniture, also 
art, lighting and Country, French, Italian 
smalls and Philatelic; Debblie Turi Antiques, 
Roseland, NJ, a broad range of unique 
items; The Rathbun Gallery, Wakefield, RI, 
American paintings and Country and Shaker 
furniture; Merle Koblenz Antiques, South 
Kent, CT, estate and antique jewelry; Maile 
Allen Antiques, Poughquag, NY, antique 
prints and maps; Donna Kmetz American 
Paintings, Douglas, MA, American paintings 
emphasizing New England Impressionism; 
Hanes & Ruskin Antiques, Old Lyme, CT, 
18th and 19th century American furniture, 
English ceramics, needlework, lighting, 
silhouettes, paintings and metalware.  This is 
just a partial listing.

The preview part y will be hosted by 
Ventfort Hall board members Alice Nathan 
and Irving Marks. A corps of volunteers 
and staff will be on hand throughout the 
three days.  For more details or to become a 
volunteer, call Ventfort Hall at 413-637-3206.  Rose Reading Room, 

The New York Public Library, August 7



Portraits, Venetian crystal goblets, family 
silver, a dinner service for 14, lace fans, 
rare books and antique linens are among 
the riches that once graced another glorious 
Gilded Age mansion in Lenox, Bellefontaine.  
These items and more are now on display 
on indefinite loan at Ventfort Hall, thanks 
to the generosit y of Jean Foster, the great 
granddaughter, and other descendants of the 
original owners, Giraud and Jean Van Nest 
Foster.  

A large nine-foot-tall replica of an early 
photograph of Bellefontaine’s magnificent 
dining room covers two walls of the upstairs 
Lilac Room at Ventfort Hall.  Ancestral 
portraits of the Fosters hang on other walls 
while a dining table is set for a dinner party with 
objects from the collection.  The table happens 
to be part of a generous gift to the museum, 
also on view, an elegant suite of Federal-style 
dining room furniture belonging to the Bonsal 
family, who owned Ventfort Hall from 1925 
to 1945.  The furniture was recently presented 
to the museum by the Patricia Bonsal Estate.  
An adjoining room contains glass showcases 
displaying a wide array of decorative objects 
from the Foster family.

Bellefontaine was an estate neighboring 
Ventfort Hall on Kemble Street.  According to 
Richard S. Jackson, Jr., co-author of Houses of 
the Berkshires, 1870-1930, “Carrere & Hastings’ 
dazzlingly formal Bellefontaine (1896-98)….
reveals a wholly original confection of 18th-
century French elements and strict axial 
planning of façades, driveways and formal 
gardens that exemplifies the training of the 
Ecole des Beaux-Arts….”  Later, the architects 
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Bellefontaine Comes to Ventfort Hall

were awarded the 
commission to 
design The New 
York Public Library.

The Fosters had 
only one child, 
Giraud Van Nest 
Foster, when his 
mother was 45 and 
his father was 54.  Of 
equal interest to the 
Bellefontaine story, 
on Tuesday, July 17, a 
grandson, Dr. Giraud 
Vernam Foster, will 
reminisce on life at 
Bellefontaine as he 
remembers it during 
vacations there in 
the 1930s.  His 
grandfather was 
considered the last 

of the Gilded Age 
social leaders in Lenox, having died in 1945 
at the age of 94.  Four years later, under new 
ownership, the interior of the mansion was 
destroyed by fire, leaving intact the rotunda, 
adjoining library and exterior walls.  The 
propert y, since 1987, has attracted newer 
generations of guests as the resort spa, 
Canyon Ranch in the Berkshires.

Our Thanks to ...
Ventfort Hall programs are supported 

in part by grants from the Richmond 
Cultural Council,  Sheffield Cultural 
Council, Lenox Cultural Council, West 
Stockbridge Cultural Council, and 
Alford-Egremont Cultural Council, all 
local agencies which are supported by 
the Massachusetts Cultural Council, a 
state agency.

Dining Room at Bellefontaine

Bellefontaine

Giraud and Jean Van Nest Foster



“You and one of your 
ideas are the principal 
subject, and I shall call 
them ‘Kreisleriana,’ and 
dedicate them to you; 
yes, to you and to nobody 
else; and you will smile 
so sweetly when you see 
yourself in them.”  This 
passage belongs to a letter 
written in 1838 by the 
German composer Robert 
Schumann to 18-year-old 
Clara Wieck, by that time 
a famous child prodigy 
of the concert stage who 
would become a legend 

throughout a 61-year career as Europe’s Queen of the Piano.

Ventfort Hall Mansion and Gilded Age Museum in conjunction 
with Shakespeare & Company will open on Friday, July 6, at 7:00 
pm, the world premiere of a one-woman show titled Clara, detailing 
the dramatic life of the woman who was to become Robert’s wife and 
a close friend of another musical giant of the 19th century, Johannes 
Brahms.  The play will continue until Sunday, September 2, with 
performances on Wednesdays and Thursdays at 7:00 pm, Fridays 
and Saturdays at 4:00 pm and Sundays at 10:00 am.  

Two veterans of  Ventfort Hall’s acclaimed theater productions are 
returning for its twelfth summer season, Sarah Jeanette Taylor, who 
will appear in the title role, and Mary Guzzy, who will join Sarah as 
playwright and director.  

Born in 1819 in Leipzig, one of Germany’s preeminent music 
centers, Clara began formal piano lessons at age of five under the 
tutelage of her father, Friedrich Wieck, a leading piano pedagogue 
who emphasized qualit y of practice over quantit y. Her parents 
soon divorced, leaving her upbringing in the hands of her father, a 
dictatorial but musically informed taskmaster.

In 1828, Robert Schumann, who was 18, arrived in Leipzig to take 
lessons from Friedrich, eventually moving into the Wieck residence.  
That same year, at age 9, Clara made her public debut in a concert, 
and two years later began her first European concert tour with her 
father (also her manager). The phenomenally gifted child performer 
was held in high esteem by Mendelssohn (under whose baton she 
performed), Paganini, Chopin and Schumann.  A Vienna music 
critic wrote of Clara, “The appearance of this artist can be regarded 
as epoch making…”  By this time, the consummate artist was also 
creating her own compositions.

Robert was 25 when he began to court the equally smitten 16-year-
old Clara – her affection had begun as a preteen infatuation.  Robert 
approached her father two years later to ask permission to marry her.  
Friederich fought to prevent the wedding before Clara’s 21st birthday 
when she would be legally able without his consent; the lovers filed a 
lawsuit and won.  To spite Friedrich, they married the day before her 
birthday in 1840.

Between 1841 and 1854, eight children enlarged the Schumann 
household, during which Clara toured only when financial necessit y 

required it.  Throughout her long performance career, she became 
widely known as the greatest interpreter of her husband’s music.  

Desiring to meet the famous musical couple, Johannes Brahms, 
age 20, visited the Schumanns in 1853 and developed a lifelong 
friendship with Clara.  Later letters from Johannes to Clara give 
possible evidence that he wanted to turn the friendship into a love 
affair, but nothing came of it.  She was, however, to become a major 
champion of his compositions.

In 1854, Robert, who had been suffering increasingly from mental 
illness, attempted suicide and had to be institutionalized.  He was to 
remain under these conditions until his death in 1856.  Throughout 
this time, Johannes helped Clara and her children, almost taking on 
the roles of husband and father.

Clara had stopped composing and, after her husband’s death, 
she took on a heavy performance schedule, as well as teaching, 
contributing greatly to the improvement of modern piano playing 
technique. She was one of the few pianists of her time to perform 
music from memory.  She reintroduced the works of such earlier 
composers as Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert.  Concertizing 
for the last time in 1891, Clara continued teaching until her death 
five years later.

Sarah Jeanette Taylor debuts as an actress at Ventfort Hall in the 
role of Clara Schumann.  She previously directed the acclaimed 
Morgan O-Yuki, Geisha of the Gilded Age and Paris 1890, Unlaced!  Sarah 
has been a company member at Shakespeare & Company since 1998 
where she has appeared in Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, The Tamer Tamed, The Tempest, Love’s Labor’s Lost, A 
View Beyond, Wild and Whirling Words and Dibble Dance.  She has 
also appeared in Cymbeline and Troilus and Cressida at The Chicago 
Shakespeare Theatre.  

 Mary Guzzy was the playwright and director for Ventfort Hall’s 
popular Colors of War: A Story of Love and Courage.  She is a professor 
of humanities and theatre at Corning Communit y College, Corning, 
NY.  Recent plays written include Future 86 and Lonesome Drum: An 
American Tale.  She has directed The Threepenny Opera, Sylvia, Camelot, 
Is He Dead?, Tintypes and The Sleeper.  Acting roles include Amanda in 
The Glass Menagerie 
and Paulina in Death 
and the Maiden. 
As artist/manager 
at Shakespeare & 
Company from 
1999-2003, she 
served as director of 
the Rose Playhouse 
U.S.A. project, 
created the Bankside 
Humanities lectures 
and performed in 
The Scarlet Letter, 
Ethan Frome and 
Chekhov’s The 
Celebration.
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Clara to Perform at Ventfort Hall

Sarah Jeanette Taylor to appear 
in the title role of Clara

Clara and Robert Schumann
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titled, The New York Public Library: The 
Architecture and Decoration of a Beaux-Arts 
Masterpiece, which he has co-authored with 
architectural historian Henry Hope Reed.  
It’s an impressive read not to be outdone by 
Anne Day’s equally impressive photographs.

August 13 (Monday, 4:00pm),  Hugh 
Brewster, author, will keep us buoyed with 
“The Titanic: Gilded Lives, Fatal Voyage”, 
reflecting on his book, 25 years in research 
and two years in writing, “full of delicious 
details,” “a fascinating and engaging 
account,” in honor of the centenary of the 
White Star liner’s tragic demise. In addition, 
Ventfort Hall has on display memorabilia 
from the collection of the late Scott Marshall 
and a magnificent to-scale paper model of the 
Titantic built by Charles Bonenti.

 August 21, John Matteson, Pulitzer Prize 
biographer, professor of English, will unravel 
“The Lives of Margaret Fuller”, who was a 
complex and charismatic American of the 
early 19th century, the leading female figure of 
the transcendental movement, editor of the 

country’s first avant-garde literary magazine, 
literary and social critic of the New-York 
Tribune, first full-time foreign correspondent, 
and author of a best-selling book that 
demanded equalit y for women.

August 28, Jean Zimmerman, author, poet, 
will have us head over heels with “Love, 
Fiercely,” her new book which describes 
the marriage of Isaac Newton Stokes of  
Shadowbrook, Lenox’s grandest Gilded Age 
mansion, and Edith Minturn, niece of Annie 
Haggert y Shaw of Ventfort.  It’s the story of 
a fascinating, privileged, high-minded and 
sensitive couple who posed for one of John 
Singer Sargent’s most arresting full-length 
portraits.

For tickets and further information, contact 
Ventfort Hall at 413-637-3206.
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Blau President of Board
Kelly Hines Blau has been named president of Ventfort Hall’s board of directors, succeeding 

Kristine Sprague, who remains on the board as clerk.  Born in Kinston, NC, and the daughter of a 
military family living in Europe and in the US, Kelly's husband was the  late Andrew Blau, president 
of England Brothers, the Pittsfield department store.  A docent at Ventfort Hall since 1999, Kelly's 
other volunteer work has included president of the Berkshire Medical Center Auxiliary, president 
of the Berkshire Museum Auxiliary, chairman of the Berkshire Museum Festival of Trees for eleven 
years and membership in the Junior League of Berkshire County.

SAVE THE DATES
….for Ventfort Hall’s Gilded Age Week!

Saturday, September 8, 3pm  Glitter and 
Gold Operatic Concert in Period Costume

Sunday, September 9, 2-4pm  Ice Cream 
Social

Tuesday, September 11, 4pm  Faberge, 
the Eggs and the Romanoffs, Julie Agar, 
lecturer

Saturday, September 15, 5pm  Gilded Age 
Gala Honoring Cornelia Brooke Gilder

Check the Lenox Chamber of Commerce 
www.Lenox.org for other Gilded Age 
Week events.


