
Philippe de Montebello
45 Years of Pursuing Excellence in Art
Count Guy-Philippe Henry Lannes de Montebello—the name itself is a history museum. Born in 
Paris in 1936, the Frenchman who is the longest serving Director of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York (or of any museum in the world) is a descendant of one of Napoleon’s marshals, 
Jean Lannes, to whom the Emperor granted the title of Duc de Montebello. As a young French 
expatriate in New York, Philippe de Montebello fell in love with Edith Myles. And while 
his brothers all moved back to France, he stayed in the United States. He became an American, gave 
up painting (“I knew enough about good painting to know mine wasn’t.”), studied fine arts, 
and, in 1963, became an Assistant Curator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It was the launch 
of a 45-year career dedicated to the arts. 
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You have always worked at the Met—but 
there were a few years when you were 
Director of the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Houston, right?
For four years, four months, and sixteen days.

Starting tonight with the French Institute 
Alliance Française’s Trophée des Arts, there 
are going to be plenty of events celebrating 
your career. How do you feel about being 
honored at these celebrations? 
I am a little anxious about it. There have been 
a lot of very complimentary things said and 
written, and I expect that all these events 
will be flattering and not otherwise. It’s over-
whelming, you want to protest and say that 
you’re not that great.

Do you remember your first day at the Met?
Not at all.

Did you ever imagine that 45 years later 
you’d be sitting here in this beautiful office 
overlooking Central Park?
I never had a master plan of becoming one 
thing or another. I was really happy dealing 
with works of art. I was an assistant curator 
of paintings; I suppose if I had an ambition 
it would have been to one day become the 
head of the department.

How do you foresee your last day here? 
I don’t think it’s going to be a happy one. Or 
the next day—not coming in.

But you already have plans? 
Sure I do. I am going to be very busy! I have 

a full-time job as Professor at the Institute of 
Fine Arts of NYU. I am going to teach a course 
at the Prado for curatorial staff from all over 
Spain. I  am also doing consulting with some 
foundations. My problem is how to say “No” 
to all of the things coming my way. But I know I 
want to be teaching; I am moving from dealing 
with administration to dealing with ideas.

The Met gathers cultures from all around 
the world. How important is the exchange 
of art and culture in building international 
relations among nations?
This is one of the big issues, and a very 
difficult one to answer. It is an issue that I am 
going to ponder quite a bit. Obviously, on 
the political front, it has provided fabulous 
rhetoric—“art makes people better; art brings 
people together.” I am not certain whether 
reality always conforms to the rhetoric on the 
subject, but it is a fascinating subject.

Would you say it is a personal project for 
your life after the Metropolitan Museum?
That is the advantage of retirement: when 
you’ve been doing what I have been doing, 
you never have time to think in-depth. You 
are going from one thing to the other; you 
think superficially. Now, I want to approfondir,
to go into deep réflexion, without worrying 
about practice. 

How have you balanced your French and 
American identities in your work?
Well it’s sometimes problematic. I have multi-
ple identities and I am comfortable with them 

all. I am a New Yorker. I am an American. Yet I 
still feel very passionate about French things. 
Making an amalgam of all these identities 
has proven slightly schizophrenic, but over 
all it has been more of a cohesive union than 
a clash.

What has been your greatest challenge of 
the last three decades? 
To always maintain a level of excellence; to 
keep an eye on the core mission rather than 
worrying about trends and preconceptions.

“Excellence!” Is it true that you like to say 
that you are an elitist?
Yes, in the Jefferson and Adamsian sense of 
bettering oneself, always looking for excel-
lence. Not in the exclusionary sense of keeping 
people out of something. On the contrary, 
excellence is attempting to bring people into 
higher spheres.

And that has been a goal for you? 
In some ways, it has become the primary 
objective. It is why we exist as an institution: 
we preserve, study, and display the artistic 
heritage of mankind for a public. So, naturally, 
we want that public to be numerous and for 
them to have a truly enriching experience. 

What is the Met in 2008?
The world’s greatest, most complete encyclo-
pedia of the art and archeology of mankind for 
five millennia of recorded history around the 
globe. And I can say the largest and greatest 
because although there are great institutions 

Left: 
Philippe de Montebello in the Department 
of Paintings Conservation examining the 
recently acquired Madonna and Child,
ca. 1300,  by Duccio di Buoninsegna. 

Right: 
Philippe de Montebello in the galleries 
with Andrés Segovia, on the occasion 
of three of Segovia’s guitars being donated 
to the Museum.
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Left: 
Onésipe Aguado
French. [Woman Seen from the Back]. 
ca. 1862.

Center: 
Paul Gauguin
French. Tahitian Faces (Frontal View and 
Profiles). ca. 1899.

Right: 
Peter Paul Rubens
Flemish. Rubens, His Wife Helena Fourment 
(1614–1673), and Their Son Peter Paul (born 
1637). Probably late 1630s.

In focus
MET acquisitions under Montebello   

in Paris, London, and Berlin, they are frag-
mented. Here, all under one roof, we have the 
greatest encyclopedia: we have the Musée 
de l’Armée in house; we have the Guimet in 
house. Here, a visitor is able to look compara-
tively at the whole history of mankind. It’s 
extraordinary.

Would you say that getting all that history 
under one roof was the greatest challenge 
of the last three decades? 
I think it has been a goal from the moment 
the Met was founded in 1870.

Two other words are usually used to 
describe you: authority and imperiousness.
Which is the more accurate of the two?

“Authority,” but not in the sense of authoritar-
ianism. They are two different things, which is 
why I don’t like “imperiousness.” I have clear 
ideas of how I want things done. but I also 
listen and pay obeisance to smarter people 
than I am. At a place like the Met with its 
great staff and their brilliant careers, I am 
surrounded by extraordinary people.

1963–2008: do you have a main regret 
here?
I really don’t. Certainly not one that I would 
wish to publicize.

And a proud moment that stands above 
the rest? There are so many great moments; 
it is the aggregate that creates the experience.

How has the job of Director changed since 
you started?
Now, one spends a great deal more time 
on administration and less time on art. The 
balance has shifted; it’s a more difficult job. 
I’ve always said that I’m not sure if I would 
have taken my job if it were offered to me 
today.

What will be Philippe de Montebello’s 
legacy?
That’s something you’ve got to ask someone 
else. It’s only Napoleon who said: “I am my 
own ancestor.”

Interview conducted 
by Jean-Christian Agid

To celebrate Montebello’s years, this exhibition features 
300 of the more than 84,000 works of art acquired 
under his tenure. 

The Philippe de Montebello Years
October 24, 2008 – February 1, 2009 
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