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The idea for this book first arose on a spring afternoon in 2001, just before I left
Providence to go to Houston. I was walking with my teacher and advisor, Kermit S.
Champa, and telling him how museum collaboration projects were going to be an
institutional priority at Rice University. Kermit turned to me and said, “Well then,
when you get to Houston, you might want to look into James Johnson Sweeney.” At
the time, I couldn’t have guessed the magnitude of what sounded, at first, like one
of Kermit’s casual suggestions. In retrospect, however, I suspect he had a pretty
good idea of where all of this would lead.
Because so much of the conceptual framework for this book is based on
the transdisciplinary intersection of art history and the study of mysticism and
comparative religion, I am deeply indebted to two distinguished colleagues and
friends for helping to illuminate both the ground under my feet and the sky above
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my head. Jeffrey Kripal has seen this project develop from the very beginning.
Throughout our various collaborative teaching and research projects, our ongoing
conversations, and through the superb example of his own writings, he has served
as a source of profound insight, daring intellectual expression, unfailing humor,
and gentle encouragement. And at the deepest level, my work has been shaped by
Elliot R. Wolfson’s poetic illuminations, his breathtaking paintings, his brilliant
scholarship, and the gift of our friendship.
The research and writing for this book have been shaped by many gifted
scholars who have shared their close readings and keen intellectual insights. I
would especially like to thank Jeffrey Abt, Natalie Adamson, Jenny Anger, Jay
Clarke, Linda Henderson, Michael Leja, Hajime Nakatani, Alexander Nemerov,
Daniel Price, Lisa Saltzman, Kristina Van Dyke, David Ward, and Jody Ziegler.
This project has also been supported by the American Council of Learned Societies, through a Contemplative Practice Fellowship; and by the Humanities Research
Center at Rice University, through a Faculty Fellowship. I am especially grateful to
Caroline Levander for her generous support.
At Rice, I am privileged to be surrounded by wonderful colleagues who
have generously read and discussed some, most, or all of this manuscript. For
their invaluable ideas and for the great care that each put into their readings, I
would like to thank Bill Camfield, Leo Costello, April DeConick, Shirine Hamadeh,
Gordon Hughes, Gregory Kaplan, Scott McGill, Linda Neagley, Bob Patten, and
most of all, Caroline Quenemoen. Financial support for this project has been provided by Joseph Manca, formerly Chair of the Department of Art History, and Gary
Wihl, formerly Dean of the School of Humanities. I also wish to thank Lucinda
Cannady for her kindness and expert administrative assistance; Kathleen Hamilton, an artist who skillfully produced several of the illustrations appearing in this
volume; Philip Montgomery, for making Special Collections material available at
the Woodson Research Center; Ann Bazile, for her generous help with microfilms
at the Kelley Center for Government Information; and especially Jet Prendeville at
the Brown Fine Arts Library, who unfailingly went out of her way to build library
collections relating to faculty research, while always sharing her valuable assistance and superb research skills.
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This book would not have been possible without the archival and curatorial support of many individuals. I would like to thank Kathleen Tunney and
Michelle Harvey at the Archives of the Museum of Modern Art; Francine Snyder
at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum Library and Archives; and Lorraine A.
Stuart and Amy Scott of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston Archives. The MFAH
archives have been a treasure house of primary source material, and I am especially indebted to Lorraine Stuart for facilitating my research in every way. Also
at the MFAH, Mary Morton first provided heartfelt encouragement and crucial
research materials, and Alison de Lima Greene has consulted extensively on this
project and generously made object files and artworks accessible. I am also grateful to Jon Evans of the Hirsch Library for his valuable research support, and to
Marty Stein for providing extremely helpful photographic assistance. My sincere
thanks also go to Susan Halpert and Leslie A. Morris of the Houghton Library,
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in New York, Houston, and elsewhere, I would like to thank Jack Boynton, Bill
Camfield, Ann Holmes, Karl Kilian, Edward Mayo, Pierre and Colette Soulages,
Richard Stout, Jose Tasende, David Warren, and Dick Wray. Indeed, Jack Boynton
not only contributed his recollections of Sweeney’s exhibitions at the Guggenheim
and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, but he produced an original drawing of
James Johnson Sweeney, Imagined from Memory (2008, figure 1.3) to accompany
this project. I would also like to express my appreciation to Aoibheann Sweeney
for generously sharing her memories and perspective on her grandfather, James
Johnson Sweeney, and on the Sweeney family.
Anna Brzyski kindly invited me to contribute a portion of chapter 2 to
the anthology Partisan Canons (Duke University Press, 2007); and Ivan Gaskell
and Francesco Pellizzi enabled an earlier version of chapter 5 to appear in Res
52 (Autumn 2007). These sections are reprinted with permission. A related essay
focusing on Sweeney’s relationship with his patrons, the art collectors John and
Dominique de Menil, appeared in the catalogue for the twentieth anniversary celebration of The Menil Collection, A Modern Patronage: De Menil Gifts to American
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and European Museums (2007). I am grateful to Josef Helfenstein, Director of The
Menil Collection, for the invitation to participate in this important volume.
At the MIT Press, Roger Conover has been a source of boundless generosity, kindness, and support; as is the case with so many authors, his nearly unseen
but always strongly felt presence represents the joists under the floor on which we
all stand. This text has also been shaped by Matthew Abbate’s editorial expertise,
by Erin Hasley’s elegant sense of design, and by Anar Badalov’s attention and care.
It would not be the same book without them.
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