
 
 

The portrait of Albert H. Gordon by Fairfield Porter which hangs over the fireplace on 

the second floor landing is a familiar sight to our members and visitors. Perhaps more 

than any other, this work causes a strong, sometimes shocked reaction because it varies 

greatly from the traditional aesthetic of most of the other portraits in the Club. The 

creation of the portrait brought together two very different Harvard graduates, their 

stories in brief are as follows:  

                                        
    Albert H. Gordon Class of 1923                                  Fairfield Porter Class of 1928 

    Harvard Business School 1925 



FAIRFIELD WADSWORTH PORTER, Class of 1928, was born in Winnetka, Illinois in 

1907 into a wealthy family with a wide Harvard legacy. He was a cousin of T.S. Eliot 

Class of 1910, his father was Class of 1895, and his older brother, Eliot Porter, the nature 

photographer, was Class of 1924; MD1929.  Fairfield studied philosophy and fine arts at 

Harvard.    

 

 
Rooftops at Cambridge, 1927 

 

 After graduating in 1928, he never worked a 9-5 job. From college he moved directly 

into the bohemian leftist world of Greenwich Village. He had no inclination to join the 

Harvard Club; instead he joined the John Reed Club and was a lifelong Socialist. He 

traveled through Europe and the Soviet Union when he had the occasion to meet Trotsky 

and later collected money in the late 1930s for his legal defense. He studied painting 

briefly at the Art Students League with Thomas Hart Benton but was largely self taught. 

He painted in a style well outside the mainstream of his time, which was dominated by 

Picasso and Leger. Porter instead was inspired by the Post Impressionists, Bonnard and 

Vuillard, who painted intimate scenes of bourgeois life.  

 

                           
City Dining Room 1945            John Ashbery, 1958 

 



         
Anemones and Daffodils, 1968               Penobscot Bay and Yellow Field, 1968 

 

After WWII the art market was dominated for the first time by an American art, Abstract 

Expressionism. Porter knew and admired these artists, especially Willem de Kooning 

who was a friend and neighbor, but Porter continued in his allegiance to representational 

painting. At this point he was more well-known as a philosophical art critic/poet writing 

regularly for ArtNews and The Nation. He wrote the first published review of de 

Kooning’s work and a MoMA catalogue essay on Vuillard.  In the 1960s when Pop Art 

became the fashion, Porter stuck with his subjects: family, friends and New England 

landscapes.  He received very little public attention for his painting and welcomed the 

opportunity in 1975 to paint a portrait for the HCNY of the retiring president. 

 

 

ALBERT HAMILTON GORDON, Class of 1923.  Born in Massachusetts, his father was 

a sheepherder in Wyoming who had moved east to become a successful leather merchant, 

supplying the British Army in World War I. Young Albert broke his nose playing 

football at Roxbury Latin School where he prepared for Harvard. At college he ran on the 

Track Team for four years, a sport he continued throughout his life. He graduated cum 

laude and then ranked third in his class at Harvard Business School in 1925. From 

Cambridge, Gordon went directly to work on Wall Street. He was on the floor of the 

exchange the day of the Crash of 1929. He built Kidder Peabody up from the rubble and 

became a pillar of the investment world working well past his 100
th

 birthday. He was a 

generous benefactor to Harvard giving the Albert H. Gordon Track and Tennis Center as 

well as a professorship at the business school. He was Co-Chairman of the Harvard 

Campaign, and received the Harvard Medal for his extraordinary service.  He was a 

sustaining member of our Club and President from 1971 - 1975. While President, he 

oversaw the votes to allow women members. He was politically very conservative, 

writing in his 50
th

 Class Report:  “What a reward my unwavering love for the Republican 

Party has brought me! My heroes are at the helm—Nixon in Washington, Rockefeller in 

Albany. No wonder I am optimistic!”   

 



 
 

New York Times May 5, 1972 one of the early votes on women members 

 

 

 

So, how did he choose this Socialist bohemian to paint his portrait? In 1997 I had a phone 

conversation with Mr. Gordon about the circumstances of the Fairfield Porter 

commission. He told me that while it was usual for the Club to pay for the portrait, he 

wanted the freedom to select the artist himself. His wife had some associates at the 

Museum of Modern Art who recommended Porter for the job.   “He was the cheapest and 

I wanted to shake up the Club and give them something that in 25 years might be 

interesting.”  The artist came to the Gordon apartment on Gracie Square to paint. They 

never discussed politics. Gordon reminded Porter to contribute to the Harvard Annual 

Fund and was pleased when the artist reported he had.   Mr. Gordon told me he was 

surprised that the artist posed him sitting in front of the library, with his back to the 

spectacular view of the East River. Vuillard, the hero of Porter’s art pantheon inspired 

Porter’s aesthetic approach. (illustration below)  We see Porter’s intent to paint a tonal-

poem to convey the spirit of the sitter, modeled on the Vuillard portrait.    

 

The day the portrait was unveiled on September 18, 1975, Fairfield Porter died of a heart 

attack while walking of the beach in Southampton; Albert H. Gordon lived another 34 

years and died May 1, 2009 at the age of 107, the oldest Harvard graduate. Over that time 

Porter’s reputation continued to grow, and today his painting is among the most valuable 

in our collection, proving Gordon’s knack for picking the right horse! 

 



          
Edouard Vuillard    Fairfield Porter 

Portrait of Theodore Duret, 1912                  Portrait of Albert H. Gordon, 1975 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Harvard Club Bulletin October 1975 



 
 

Please send any questions, comments, corrections to msaunders@hcny.com   Thanks! 

 

Mary Saunders 

Curator 

mailto:msaunders@hcny.com

