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So it’s not exactly who you know, it’s that you know. Little doors of perception open wider

through personal connection, bringing facets of empathy into the equation. The challenge of

the museum collection is: Can we get others to empathize with this work in the same ways?

The imprint of the museum’s founder, Marion Koogler McNay, bears on Barilleaux’s evolution.

He felt charged to carry on her legacy, and develop his eye according to tenets she laid out

with her tastes and predilections: “Marion McNay had a very interesting eye. She often

collected atypical examples by well-known artists.” He cited the Cézanne painting, Houses on

the Hill (https://collection.mcnayart.org/objects/23/houses-on-the-hill) (1900-1906), that some

viewers assume is unfinished, and that “she went on a limb and bought a Picasso collage when

that was new. We’ve used the idea that it doesn’t necessarily need to be the signature work by

an artist, but it might be some unusual work that distinguishes this collection from another

collection.” 

It’s hard for us to believe now that acquiring a Picasso was once considered a risk, but that’s

often the role of a museum curator, to acquire things before others understand their import. A

museum like the McNay is also distinguished from other museums because it embraces its

founder’s intuitions. The McNay collection has personality.
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pp rogram, serving as inspiration for the McNay’s 2025-2026 Spotlight series for K-

12 kids, with Pell’s daughter Bygoe Zubiate — also a San Antonio artist — leading one of the 

workshops. As Yolanda Urrabazo, McNay’s Head of Communications and Marketing, put it, opening 

the collection in this way gives “so much more meaning to the collection. It just has a huge impact 

with the community.”   

Impact beyond the fragile lifespan of an artist, and the career of a curator. In speaking of his career, 

Barilleaux tends to use collective pronouns, making clear his conviction that building and maintaining 

a museum and its collection and exhibitions is a collective effort top to b  ottom, a series of candid 

personal interactions that ultimately results in an institution’s imprimatur. What we can all love is 

that Katie Pell can live on in the community she called home and left an indelible impression on. 

What’s mind boggling is that each piece in Barilleaux’s show, and every single one of the 200-some 

pieces he acquired during his tenure,  can tell a similarly complex, textured, and resonant story.
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