Alex Menocal

Reflections given at the memorial service for Alberto Menocal, at the church of St. Martin in the fields,
December 13, 2005

Recently I found a copy of a talk given by my father in 1980 in Miami. The talk was called "THE
PLEASURES OF COLLECTING, A PERSONAL POINT OF VIEW". Like many people my father dealt with
feelings of isolation, being alone in the world, the harsh idea that even among friends he may be the
outsider. He was able to fashion a life in which he could identify, quantify, and acquire those things of
comfort and beauty he found.

While living as a student in New York in 1964 and 1965 soon after he’d left his home for good, he’d
begun to accumulate a smattering of cuban things, but with little direction, and only a "vague and
hazy" plan to acquire things from and related to Cuba. While in New York he made a Saturday habit of
visiting print shops, and the New York Public Library quantifying what he found, and taking joy in what
he found, saying:

What I saw in the shops I carefully listed by medium, size, color, condition and appeal and
by using a four star system I could tell at a glance what would be my first choice in the
unlikely event that I should ever be in a position to buy. And so I daydreamed these gloomy
days away.

On collecting in general he said, "I am a serious and avid collector but hardly a scholarly one." When a
curator viewed my father’s collection of postcards of Cuba, the distinction between her scholarly point
of view and my father’s collecting style became evident.

His postcards were "organized as one would approach Havana by boat, disembark and stroll around
the city and later drive around the interior of the island."

A curator viewing the collection and organization of these postcards "was disturbed because the
postcards were not in alphabetical order!" Curators and collectors alike lost sight of the fact that he
collected to enjoy himself, using a sequence that pleased him and made sense to him.

During his life I had a hard time expressing interest in his collections; these were his domain. Viewing
his collections now I can see his point of view, and how he used maps, postcards, and prints as a
remembrance, and to bring things into focus: maps are hung in sequence left to right - a map of
Cuba alone; next the Caribbean sea, next the entire Western Hemisphere; and finally the world - so
that the viewer ‘reads’ the subject from near to far, and Cuba is the center of the world.

When his collecting was just beginning he said, "I just acquired things I liked as I could afford them
and set myself no definite bounds." This soon changed. When he began to acquire in massive
quantities he set a Geographical limitation to "maps of Cuba and the Caribbean", and a Chronological
limitation to only the period of the 16th and 17th centuries with 1700 as a cut off date. He became
strict with himself, saying "Like many beginners I was rigid and overzealous in my determination" But
he always stuck to rule #1, saying, "I only acquire what I personally like. "

Growing up in a house filled with a collectors’ love was truly special. It is the rare person who can tell
the old from the new, who knows the desirable from the castoffs, who can find exactly what is
beautiful and what is comforting, who can seek these out, and make them part of his family, and
share them with his family and friends.



Sundays in our household were often a day for a museum visit after church. My parents’ fascination
with art could not be satisfied without occasionally leaving the Philadelphia metropolitan area and one
wintry Sunday near Christmas time twenty years ago we visited the Winterthur estate in

Delaware.

By this time I'd begun to discern what could be enjoyed in museums and what could not:
Reubens’ epic "Prometheus Bound" IS enjoyable
Medieval Arms and Armor ARE enjoyable.
Period Rooms ARE NOT enjoyable.
Porcelain and blown glass ARE NOT enjoyable.

I did not know this until we arrived, but the Winterthur estate offers more period rooms and porcelain
and blown glass than it has Medieval Arms and Armor, or epic painting. I suffered through our tour of
the house - filled with dusty display cases which may have been filled with the finest paperweights on
earth, but overall the experience WAS NOT enjoyable.

When our visit came to an end I looked forward to the gift shop and the possibility of finding
something decent, or fun, or just something NOT made of porcelain.

In the gift shop my Mother and Father perused the display cases at the front of the store. Soon my
father called me over to the front of the gift shop.

"Alex, look at this."

I looked.

What I saw was a miniature boat, about 11/2 inches long. It was tiny but ornate, with working
shutters on the windows, and a small mooring chain.

There was something odd about its shape.

"Alex, isn't this incredible?"

"Yes," I had to admit, it was kind of incredible and very small

We left the shop at Winterthur, and soon it was Christmas day. In my stocking I found a small gift box
containing the miniature boat.

"Alex," my father said, "This tiny boat with all its detail has been carved out of a single olive pit!" I
couldn’t match his enthusiasm, as my mind raced ahead to my return to school in a couple of days.
When asked "What did you get for Christmas?" would I have to say I got an olive pit?

I was not sure really what to do with my gift. I imagined the fate of this tiny and delicate boat: My
room was a sea of large-scale motorcycles, heavy wooden blocks, and sleek metal fast-moving
flywheel-equipped racecars. This tiny carved boat will not stand a chance. My father plucked the small
boat from my fingers and walked over to his curio cabinet, a tranquil harbor of miniature relics and
curiosities; filled with things that are tiny, interesting, and never to-be played with. "It will be safe
here.

To this day, every time I find myself in front of the curio cabinet I look for my boat. It's safe at
home, and I have to admit: it is an incredible piece



