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he word “style” has become so 
ubiquitous in descriptions of the Kennedy White House
that a future scholar could be led to believe that all earlier
residents of the famous house lived within its walls unin-
spired. While there may be some truth to this conclusion 
in a very few cases, evidence of the undeniably stylish
interiors of such presidents as Chester Arthur, Benjamin
Harrison, and Theodore Roosevelt is well documented.1

Later 20th-century presidents, including Richard Nixon,
Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton also left their own deco-
rative arts impressions on the White House, some even
surpassing the Kennedys in the acquisition of period fur-
nishings and efforts to re-create the historically accurate.2

And while the Kennedys, and particularly Jacqueline
Kennedy, are often credited with restoring history and
beauty to the White House through a program of “restora-
tion” rather than “redecoration,” their efforts were not
unique, as the earlier work of Grace Coolidge and Lou
Hoover would attest.3

Why then, 40 years after their fabled “thousand
days” in the White House, do John and Jacqueline
Kennedy remain firmly fixed in the national consciousness
as the arbiters of good taste in the White House and the
most prominent champions of its role as the premier his-
toric house in the nation? Certainly the reason has much to

do with the brevity of their days as president and first lady
and the tragic circumstances that ended the Kennedy
administration. Just as surely, the enormous popular appeal
of this young couple, who personified the glamour and
sophistication of 1960s high society, left much of the nation
star struck: Hollywood could hardly have cast a better pair
for the roles of host and hostess of America’s New Frontier. 

But while these elements account for the Kennedys’
permanent status as international style icons, it is the sub-
stance of their style that marks their true contribution to
the history of the White House. The Kennedys’ personal
interest in making their home a showcase of art and culture
ultimately reached beyond the walls of the White House to
affect the American people’s sense of their own history.
Coinciding with the burgeoning industry of printed media
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and television, and preceding the age of tabloid journal-
ism, the Kennedys’ residence in the White House occupies
a unique period in history, a period ideally suited to broad-
cast their ideas to the nation and seal John and Jacqueline
Kennedy’s place among the most stylish residents of the
White House. 

If, as White House historian William Seale states, it
was Theodore Roosevelt’s job to convey to the American
people the meaning of his new presidency in the renova-
tion of 1902,4 then it was John F. Kennedy’s job to do the
same in 1961. The youngest president in history when
elected, and the first Roman Catholic, coming on the heels
of the hero-general and elder statesman Dwight D.
Eisenhower, Kennedy looked to establish himself on the
national stage as more than the scion of a privileged East
Coast family. His youthful, energetic image, honed by

years of carefully orchestrated media attention, helped get

him elected. In a time when his Irish immigrant roots still

labeled him a foreigner to some, Kennedy emphasized his

potential to motivate young Americans, whatever their

race or ethnicity, in shaping the future of the country.

National events and international crises would define his

political role on the world’s stage, while at home a domes-

tic agenda focused on cultivating the arts shaped his image
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Above: The Yellow Oval Room looking toward President

Kennedy’s bedroom. Some of Mrs. Kennedy’s personal

items included in the redecoration are the large fur over

the sofa and the pair of French consoles. Opposite:

Decorator’s “story board” with fabric and trim samples

for the Yellow Oval Room, 1962.
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as an advocate for all that was “the best and brightest” in
American culture. The White House became an extension
of that agenda. Like Theodore Roosevelt, John Kennedy
sought to create a backdrop for his presidency rooted in
the great history of the building and its inhabitants—and
in doing so legitimized his place as a rightful successor to
that legacy. 

Kennedy’s inauguration in January 1961 lit a spark
of enthusiasm among the many artists and writers who
were invited to attend. The inclusion of eminent American
poet Robert Frost among the speakers that day was herald-
ed as the first artistic achievement of the Kennedy admin-
istration and a sign that the arts would play a prominent
role.5 Fortunately, for those hopeful for government advo-
cacy of the arts, at the president’s side was a first lady
whose cultured tastes and interest in history equaled and,
by most accounts, surpassed his own. Jacqueline Bouvier
Kennedy, at 31 one of the youngest first ladies in history,
had strong interest in and knowledge of art and literature.
Her education in fine art and literature complemented the
president’s deep interest in history and biography.
Longtime friend William Walton described the Kennedys’
mutual interest in the arts saying, “It is woven into the pat-
tern of their lives.”6 It is no surprise, then, that advocacy
of the arts became a priority during their time in
Washington. But while previous first ladies chose to pur-
sue their interests quietly, in the shadow of their husband’s
work, Jacqueline Kennedy quickly emerged on the nation-
al scene as a leader in her own right. By choosing to focus
her attention on the home, she managed to stay within the
traditional confines for women of the period.  However,
her efforts to dramatically enrich the image of the White
House mark a serious attempt by a first lady to establish
her own national agenda. 

In her prize-winning essay for Vogue’s “Prix de
Paris,” written at the age of 21, Jacqueline Bouvier imag-
ined herself an “Over-all Art Director of the Twentieth
Century.”7 The prescience of her words is remarkable
given the influence she ultimately had on fashion, interior
decoration, and architectural preservation from the early
1960s until her death in 1994. A disappointing visit to the
Executive Mansion when she was 11 left a deep impres-
sion, one she immediately acted upon when she knew she
was to become first lady. Recalling that visit, she told jour-
nalist Hugh Sidey, “From the outside I remember the feel-
ing of the place. But inside, all I remember is shuffling
through. There wasn’t even a booklet you could buy.
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Mount Vernon and the National Gallery and the FBI made
a far greater impression.”8 She experienced this same feel-
ing of disappointment after touring her new home with
Mamie Eisenhower in December 1960. Accustomed to 
living in houses furnished with fine antiques and in interi-
ors that reflected the social position of her family, Mrs.
Kennedy was shocked to realize that the president of the
United States was expected to live and entertain in rooms
that she felt resembled a second-rate hotel. By then
Jacqueline Kennedy was already planning the conversion
of the family quarters into a suitable living space for her
and the president and their two young children, having
secured the services of society decorator Mrs. Henry Parish
II. A doyenne of domestic interiors, “Sister” Parish was yet
to achieve her ultimate fame as the senior partner in Parish
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Above: Mrs. Kennedy’s bedroom, 
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Hadley, and mentor to a generation of decorators, when she
conspired with Jacqueline Kennedy to transform the private
rooms of the White House into a home suitable for a young
family. Within two weeks of moving into the White House,
the Kennedys had spent the entire $50,000 appropriation
for improvements on the private quarters alone, which
included the creation of a kitchen and private dining room
for the family. Sister Parish’s characteristic chintz-laden,
casually elegant style defined the family rooms, which 
in some part were re-creations of the interiors of the
Kennedys’ Georgetown townhouse. 

Parish’s ambition to be a part of the more historically
guided work in the Kennedy White House is evidenced by
her role in the transformation of the Yellow Oval Room, a family
living room in the private quarters. This room, where
President and Mrs. Eisenhower had placed companion 
television sets, became a Louis XVI-style semiformal 

Above: Caroline Kennedy’s

bedroom as decorated by

Sister Parish, May 8, 1962.

Opposite: Fabric samples 

for Caroline Kennedy’s and 

John Kennedy Jr.’s rooms. 
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parlor where President Kennedy chose to greet foreign
dignitaries and hold private meetings. The extensive refur-
bishment was sponsored in large part by donors to the
restoration project willing to furnish nonpublic rooms. In
so doing, the Kennedys paved the way for soliciting pri-
vate funds to redecorate the family areas of the White
House.9 Furthermore, Jacqueline Kennedy’s choice of a
leading society decorator set a precedent followed in later
years by Nancy Reagan and Barbara Bush, who hired,
respectively, Hollywood’s Ted Graber and Mark Hampton
of New York to decorate their family’s private rooms. 

Satisfied that her family would have suitable accom-
modations, Jacqueline Kennedy expanded her redecorating
plans to include the State Rooms of the White House as
well. Even before moving in, she began educating herself
about the history of the White House and its furnishings,
requesting that relevant material from the Library of
Congress be sent to her in Palm Beach, where she was
recuperating from her son John’s birth prior to the inaugu-
ration. Not satisfied merely to replace curtains and carpets,
as might be expected of any new president’s wife,
Jacqueline Kennedy was determined to obliterate the insti-
tutional aesthetic that pervaded the White House and make
it instead a home reflecting the lives of those who had
lived there and the historic events that had taken place
within its walls. Instead of department store reproductions,
she envisioned museum-quality furniture from the period
of the earliest occupancy of the White House. Dismayed
by the prevalence of 1950s-era carpeting and curtains, she
envisioned grandly designed window treatments and rugs
based on historic documents. And where there was little to
show visitors that evoked the great story of America and
its people, Jacqueline Kennedy envisioned a White House
that was a showcase for the finest examples of American
art and culture—a residence befitting the nation’s highest
elected official, with an American stateliness and grandeur
to match in power the palaces of Europe. 

Jacqueline Kennedy made the unprecedented move
of leaking her plans to the press even before her husband
was inaugurated.10 Not intimidated by warnings that the
public would not approve of the first lady making changes
to the White House, Jacqueline Kennedy trusted her
instincts that if done correctly, a redecoration based on
“restoration” would be viewed as a legitimate initiative for
the president’s wife. Similar ideas of establishing historic
“period” decoration in the White House had been pursued

by Grace Coolidge in 1924, Lou Hoover in the 1930s, and
even Mamie Eisenhower in 1960.11 Decoration by commit-
tee had been an established method for making decorative
changes within the White House since the mid-1920s.
Seen as a way to circumvent public criticism of first
ladies’ efforts to redecorate, these advisory committees
often failed to achieve their goals due to internal conflict
over how to proceed with the various “restorations” of
White House rooms.12

Where earlier efforts ultimately lacked significant
impact on the White House interiors, Jacqueline
Kennedy’s program had the benefit of better historical
timing. Grace Coolidge’s efforts in soliciting historic fur-
nishings for the White House had elicited no excitement
from the public during the burgeoning Colonial Revival
period of the early 1920s, but in the years following World
War II, when the United States viewed itself firmly as the
premier world power, interest in Americana had become
more prevalent. Furthermore, recent tax laws had made
charitable giving far more appealing to those able to make
significant donations. The first lady’s enormous public
appeal and social connections also played a major role in
the success of her program. The Kennedys had the ability
to call upon a host of wealthy and influential friends to
donate to the project. And those who did get calls already
knew Jacqueline Kennedy from her days as a debutante
and senator’s wife and were now eager to become
acquainted with the new first lady who was quickly
becoming the most admired woman in America. This
admiration proved mutually beneficial; wealthy donors
became “friends” of the Kennedys and the White House
received furnishings priced far beyond any government
appropriation.

On February 23, 1961, it was announced that the
wealthy collector Henry Francis du Pont, founder of the
Winterthur Museum of American Decorative Arts in
Delaware, would chair the Fine Arts Committee for the
White House, with Jacqueline Kennedy serving as hon-
orary chair. The committee was populated with wealthy
society figures, both Democrats and Republicans, whom
Marianne Means so aptly described in her 1963 profile of
Mrs. Kennedy as “antiquarians with income permitting
generosity.”13 Among the most influential were Mr. and
Mrs. Charles Wrightsman, collectors of 18th-century
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French furniture, a period of particular interest to Mrs.
Kennedy. Jayne Wrightsman served as a mentor to
Jacqueline Kennedy, introducing her to the French decora-
tor whose work would ultimately have the greatest impact
on the White House interiors.

With the Fine Arts Committee securing donations,
mass media secured the admiration of the public. By 1961,
most Americans owned a television set and were inundated
daily with images of the glamorous first family.14

Magazines and newspapers, already focused on every
move the Kennedys made, created a cause célèbre of her
initiative to beautify the White House. A plethora of
women’s magazines and the popularity of “women’s
pages” in newspapers provided a constant forum for tidbits
of information about Mrs. Kennedy’s redecoration of the
White House. The first lady’s appeal for public assistance
in her efforts to restore beauty and history to the White
House captured the national imagination.

Immediately offers of furniture began pouring into
Winterthur’s post office, where Henry du Pont’s secretary
dutifully replied to each letter describing “Grandma’s rock-
ing chair,” or “a piece we’ve always been told came from
the White House.” For the first time, Americans felt wel-
comed into the process of decorating the White House.
And while most of the furnishings acquired between 1961
and 1963 were found through antique dealers and commit-
tee members, a few important pieces came directly from
public solicitation.

Most important, the public’s interest in the program
led to a renewed appreciation for the house and its history.
Improved mass transportation meant that more people than
ever were traveling, and the White House became a “must-
see” destination in the nation’s capital. The publication of
the guidebook—a book Jacqueline Kennedy’s critics feared
would commercialize the White House—meant that every-
one could take something home from what was now
regarded as the most historic house in the nation. The tele-
vised tour of February 1962 was the pinnacle media event
of its day. The television camera so adroitly exploited by
her husband during the 1960 presidential campaign in turn
became Jacqueline Kennedy’s tool in forever sealing the
public’s approval for her refurbishment of the White
House.

Henry du Pont’s role as chair of the Fine Arts
Committee placed him in the most public role of defining
the Kennedy interiors. As far as the public was concerned,

it was the antiquarian du Pont, revered as the most impor-
tant collector of American decorative arts of his day, who
would be responsible for ensuring the historical integrity of
the White House State Rooms. Du Pont’s former home
turned museum, Winterthur, outside Wilmington,
Delaware, contained nine stories of period rooms repre-
senting American interiors from the 17th through the 19th
centuries. Jacqueline Kennedy visited Winterthur in May
1961 and looked to it as a model for the authenticity she
hoped to bring to the White House. But while du Pont’s
connections in the world of American antiques proved use-
ful to the project, the fact remained that the White House
was not a museum. In spite of the passage of Public Law
87-286 in September 1961 declaring a permanent White
House furnishings collection and the establishment of a
curator’s office, the primary function of the house as an
official residence called for a grandiosity that transcended 
a museum interior.15

Thanks to Jayne Wrightsman, Jacqueline Kennedy
called upon the services of Europe’s celebrated society
decorator, Stéphane Boudin, to infuse an international per-
spective into the decidedly American house. The principal
designer for the Parisian firm Jansen & Co., Boudin had
worked with such high-profile clients as the Duke and
Duchess of Windsor, Elsie de Wolfe, and Lady Olive
Baillie. Boudin was celebrated for his ability to translate a
sense of historical grandeur in rooms comfortable enough
for modern living. While he also guided the restoration of
historic interiors such as Empress Josephine’s Malmaison,
a museum house, and for Charles de Gaulle’s guest house,
the Grand Trianon at Versailles, Boudin’s work was not
characterized by a strict adherence to one historical period
but rather by a more artistic interpretation of the past.16

Ironically, it was Boudin’s international style that became
representative of the newly restored “American” interiors
in the White House. 

In utilizing the talents of two of the most influential
interior designers of her day—Parish and Boudin—and
with the influence du Pont added in, Jacqueline Kennedy
created a White House that was one part cozy family
home, one part museum, and one part glittering interna-
tional stage. It is a testament to her diplomatic savvy and
mastery of detail that Mrs. Kennedy, who by all accounts
maintained personal control over her project at all times,
was able to coordinate the work of these three unique per-
sonalities, sometimes implementing the ideas of all three in
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a single room. Perhaps more impressive is the fact that the
press never discovered the extent to which the Frenchman
Boudin was involved in the project. The most controver-
sial evidence of his role appeared in the Washington Post
in September 1962, in a series by Maxine Cheshire,17 but
by that time public admiration for the project seems to
have surpassed concern over a foreigner selecting fabrics
and fringe in the Blue Room.

As the White House interiors evolved, with each
room’s period furnishings described in scholarly detail to
the American public, history came to represent good taste.
Prior to the Kennedy restoration, America’s idea of histori-
cal interiors was largely shaped by images of Colonial
Williamsburg with its staid, white plaster walls and simple
brown furniture. The restoration of the White House inte-
riors under Jacqueline Kennedy’s direction inspired a
national craze for preservation. Mrs. Kennedy’s program
has been emulated in public residences throughout the
country. During the 1960s, governors’ mansions in several
states undertook historic restorations of their interiors,
often simultaneously establishing furnishings committees
and nonprofit foundations to ensure long-term
preservation.18

The fabrics produced for the White House took on
an immediate authenticity based on their use in America’s
most famous historic house. Individual elements of the
restored White House rooms, such as scenic wallpaper and
the celebrated gold-embroidered cerise fabric produced for
the Red Room (based on a 19th-century document)
became immediately recognized icons of 19th-century
American period design. To this day, the Manhattan firm
of Scalamandré, Inc., the original manufacturers of the
Red Room fabric, leads their promotional material with 
a reference to their involvement in the creation of the
Kennedy White House interiors.19

By November 1963, much of Jacqueline Kennedy’s
vision had been realized, including the redecoration of her
husband’s office, which was being fitted with new curtains
and carpeting while the Kennedys were away in Dallas.
What began as public fascination with Mrs. Kennedy and
her project became a reverential respect for the vision of
this brave young widow. Had there been a second
Kennedy administration, perhaps more criticism would
have emerged, of the kind introduced by Maxine Cheshire.
Over the ensuing years, with the inevitable change that
comes to all public residences, critics appeared within the
White House itself. There was even what has been

referred to as a “de-Kennedyization” of the interiors dur-
ing the Nixon administration, which political analysts
might attribute to President and Mrs. Nixon’s continued
hard feelings after the loss to Kennedy in 1960 but which
was also fueled by changes in curatorial scholarship in
early American design.20 Regardless of questions about its
historical accuracy, no other administration can claim so
many achievements in preserving the White House for
future generations.

The years between 1961 and 1963 are a watershed
in White House history. Though marked by good intent,
all earlier attempts to “restore” a historical appearance to
the White House failed due to lack of infrastructure and
government support to back up the efforts. The Kennedy
restoration ensured that never again would White House
furniture be auctioned off indiscriminately or “lost” in a
warehouse. The office of the White House curator, initially
one person operating out of a ground floor storeroom, now
houses a small staff devoted to the preservation and inter-
pretation of the White House Collection. The effort within
the White House is backed up by valuable external 
support from the National Park Service.

And Jacqueline Kennedy’s Fine Arts Committee has
evolved into the Committee for the Preservation of the
White House, continuing to oversee all aspects of the dec-
oration of the State Rooms. The Kennedy restoration, so
clearly identified as Mrs. Kennedy’s initiative, also marks
the most significant shift in the identity of America’s first
lady away from the traditional White House hostess. Since
then, first ladies have assumed increasingly more promi-
nent roles and are, in fact, expected by the public to work
as advocates for national issues. 

A 1961 article in Horizon magazine documents the
achievements of John and Jacqueline Kennedy in support-
ing the arts in Washington and sponsoring the law to pre-
serve the historical integrity of the White House interiors.
In it, author Douglass Cater praises the Kennedys for their
efforts and asks the rhetorical question, “Could a future
President and First Lady use the same discretion in pro-
moting culture as the present ones?”21 Fortunately for the
White House, the protective measures put in place by the
Kennedys ensure that while less culturally motivated resi-
dents may move in, the likelihood of any diminishing of
the historical integrity of the house is minimal. As for
future residents who aspire to be style-setters to the nation,
the brilliant precedent set by the Kennedys will undoubted-
ly cast a long shadow over their efforts for years to come.
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