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Getting to know you 
Getting to know all about you . . . 
 
You know the tune.  ”Getting to Know You” is perhaps the most familiar number from the 1951 Rodgers and 
Hammerstein musical The King and I.  In the show, Anna, a British schoolteacher who has been hired as a governess, 
sings the song to strike up a warm and affectionate relationship with the children (and wives) of the King of Siam. 
 
The sentiment behind this charming ditty describes, to a degree, the missions of the University of Mary Washington 
Museums.  James Monroe and Gari Melchers each compiled long and distinguished careers within their respective 
professions, but for contemporary audiences, “getting to know” them presents some challenges. 
 

James Monroe’s legacy as a wounded warrior of the American Revolution, 
legislator, governor, diplomat, cabinet secretary, and two-term president 
inspired one writer to say of him, “There have been few more zealous, 
indefatigable, or useful servants of the public.”  Monroe played key roles in 
events of national and global significance—the 1803 Louisiana Purchase Treaty; 
support of the American Colonization Society, formed in 1817; recognition of 
emerging Latin American republics in the 1820s; the Missouri Compromise of 
1820; and the 1823 foreign policy declaration that bears his name, the Monroe 
Doctrine. 
 
Despite these accomplishments, and the esteem in which he was held by large 
segments of American society during his lifetime, James Monroe is today not as 
well-known as many of his contemporaries, whether they be Founding Fathers 
or statesmen of the Early National period.  Some of his most notable 
achievements are accompanied by often controversial implications.  The 
Louisiana Purchase greatly expanded westward expansion of the United States, 
but ultimately at the cost of displacing and ravaging Native American peoples.  
Displacement of another sort was the basis of the American Colonization 
Society, created to relocate formerly enslaved African Americans to the far-

away shores of what became the nation of Liberia (with Monrovia as its capital).  Monroe’s support of the Society’s 
mission was motivated by the desire of white elites to remove a free black population perceived as potential insurgents 
from American society. The Missouri Compromise helped maintain the tense balance between slave and free states in 
the Union but could not check the inexorable sectional rupture that triggered the Civil War 40 years later.  Even the 
Monroe Doctrine, postulated as a shield against European interference with the growth of democracy in the Western 
Hemisphere, was later seen to embolden the United States to seek hegemony in Latin America well into the 20th 
century. 
 
The James Monroe Museum and the Papers of James Monroe strive to offer a balanced interpretation of Monroe’s 
public service career, including frank assessments of his relationships to African Americans and Native Americans.  The 
challenge is to interpret the life and works of this significant historical figure in both their positive and negative aspects.  
The Museum’s current observance of the bicentennial of Monroe’s presidency provides a useful context for meeting this 
challenge through traveling exhibits, live-streamed public programs, and collaborations with scholars and authors across 
the nation. 
 
 
 
 

James Monroe, attributed to                           
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Approaching Gari Melchers’ artistic career presents similar challenges.  Like 
James Monroe, Melchers was a celebrated figure in his own lifetime.  His 
many portrait subjects included humorist Mark Twain and President 
Theodore Roosevelt.  His murals adorn public buildings in the United States, 
and his paintings are found in galleries and personal collections worldwide.  
After acquiring their Falmouth, Virginia home, Belmont, in 1916, Melchers 
and his wife Corinne, also an artist, connected with their adopted 
community by hosting periodic public events.  Gari Melchers painted many 
scenes of places and people in the Falmouth area, including several portraits 
of African American residents—noteworthy subjects for his canvases in the 
era of Jim Crow segregation in Virginia. 
 
Gari and Corinne Melchers were also influential arts advocates.  From 1920 
to 1928 Gari served as the president of the New Society of Artists in New 
York.  He was a trustee of the Corcoran Gallery of Art and chairman of the 
Art Committee of the National Gallery of Art (today the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum).  Gari became chairman of the Virginia Fine Arts 
Commission in 1932, a role assumed by Corinne upon her husband’s death 
later that same year.  Their efforts helped establish the internationally-
acclaimed Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in Richmond. 
 
With such an impressive body of work and an honored place in the history of American art institutions, why is Gari 
Melchers, like James Monroe, far less known today than many of his peers?  Part of the answer lies in Melchers’ style of 
painting—or, more accurately, his styles.  Rigorously trained in a classical tradition in Dusseldorf and Paris, much of his 
early work in Holland reflected the realism of Dutch landscape and genre painting.  The “true and clear” style that 
Melchers adopted as his artistic credo was challenged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries by the rise of 
Impressionism and other increasingly abstract forms of expression.  Melchers was personally and professionally 
acquainted with many impressionist artists, and his work evolved somewhat as a result.  This stylistic variety makes 
Melchers hard to categorize within art history.  While an admiring critic described the artist in 1908 as “never giving up 
until he is sure he has achieved his best,” appreciation of Melchers’ work waned during much of the 20th century. 
 
The 21st century is shaping up rather differently. In recent decades, works by Melchers have been sold at auction for 
previously unheard-of prices, and appreciation of his legacy by art historians and curators has increased steadily.  Gari 
Melchers Home and Studio is proud to be a leader in this process of rediscovery by promoting awareness of this 
significant American artist and arts advocate, at a site that is one of the best-preserved artist homes in the nation. 
 
Grateful for the support of old friends and eager to welcome new ones, the University of Mary Washington Museums 
pursue their respective missions with dedication and confidence—and maybe a little music.   
 
Getting to know you 
Getting to know all about you . . . 
 
 

The Model, by Corinne Lawton Melchers, depicts 
her husband ca. 1928-1932. GMHS Collection. 


