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In the home’s living room at the front of the house, a 2005 Lynn Boggess 

over the sofa, a 2010 Christopher James Ward view of Hong Kong harbor 

above the hearth, and two nudes by Alejandro Rosemberg.

CohlerFelty.indd   52CohlerFelty.indd   52 2/4/11   9:51:04 AM2/4/11   9:51:04 AM



53

A Conversation 

with Michael Felty

By Eric Christopher Cohler

Photography by Francis Smith

is Molded
 Collector

CohlerFelty.indd   53CohlerFelty.indd   53 2/4/11   9:51:18 AM2/4/11   9:51:18 AM



Eric Cohler: I’m amazed at the breadth and 

sophistication of your collection, considering 

the nucleus was formed in the past decade.

Michael Felty: It somehow all coalesced and 

felt right. We hadn’t set out to form a collection, 

it evolved.

 

EC: As with any good collection, it’s all about 

the process. I fi nd that if one merely throws 

money at collecting, the result is forced and 

lacking in personality.

MF: Agreed. For me it isn’t about money, but 

more of buying with my heart. If I feel drawn 

to a particular work and I am able to afford it, 

then the die is cast.

 

EC: Collectors tend to buy art for emotional 

appreciation versus merely fi nancial. What are 

some of your favorite areas of collecting?

MF: Paintings, and I also am passionate about 

works depicting animal themes. I have several 

photographs in my offi ce of horses and dogs 

by an incredibly talented photographer named 

Elissa Kline. Sculpture is also an area that I am 

exploring further.

 

EC: I looked at Kline’s work. It’s luminous. As 

she says, the photographs are “meditations of a 

sort.” Favorite type of sculpture?

MF: That using the lost wax process, cast bronze 

Michael Felty is a man of many hats. As manager of a large Washington, D.C., law fi rm, he is responsible for the fi rm’s day-to-day operations. 

Michael is also an accountant by training, and a graduate of Emory University and Georgetown. A native Virginian, he moved to D.C. in 

1977 and has called the city home ever since. Michael is a people person and insists that the best part of his job and life is making others 

feel comfortable about themselves. This is readily apparent in Alexandria where Michael and his dog, Lucy, make visitors feel welcome as soon as they 

enter. The Federal home was built in 1801 and although small in scale, it is a crisply edited space where he’s curator of a unique collection that he 

and his late wife, Julie, assembled over the past 10 years. In fact, the Feltys had not seriously collected art before moving into this house from a larger 

family home. The move was the catalyst for collecting, that and meeting Michele Ward, owner of Principle Gallery. Through her guidance, Michael 

has become a serious collector in his own right. 

The nude over the guest room desk is by Suchitra Bhosle (2009) and the landscape above the bed is a 

2004 Lynn Boggess. Douglas Fryer’s Cache Valley Farm hangs in the hall.
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In the family room, a 2007 Alejandro Rosemberg called Victoria.
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horses, for example. I love the ones by Leo 

Friedlander on the Arlington Memorial Bridge.

 

EC: It’s probably the most beautiful bridge in 

the Capitol. Do you rotate your collection?

MF: Yes—as the house has more windows than 

wall space. My art becomes less static when not 

frozen in a particular place.

 

EC: I fi nd the same at home. It’s a fi ne balance 

between art becoming wallpaper or rather an 

old friend each time I glance at a particular 

work.

MF: With many of the pieces in my 

collection, it’s the story behind a certain 

work that I fi nd so captivating. There is a 

painting by Lynn Boggess titled 5 December 

2004.  Julie took one look and said that she’d 

been there...she knew the place depicted in 

the image.

EC: Déjà vu...

MF: Yes. It was a landscape in West Virginia 

and she was spot-on. It fl oored me.

 

EC: By the looks of your collection, you 

gravitate toward landscape in general. 

MF: Yes. I love them, especially when painted 

with such impasto. In my collection I have 

a series of imagined paintings of the four 

seasons—I have an autumn, spring and two 

winters, and am on the hunt for a work depicting 

summer. For me, collecting is not merely about 

the acquisition, but about meeting people along 

the way (artists become friends). 

 

EC: In other words, friend fi rst and painter 

second?

MF: Exactly. 

 

EC: Collecting art and meeting people is so 

layered and nuanced. It’s really what makes 

me tick. 

MF: If a work elicits a response from me, then 

it’s good art.

 

EC: Completely agree. Michael, who are your 

favorite artists?

MF: Michelangelo, Rodin and Picasso. 

Followed by the Flemish masters—Rembrandt 

and Rubens. Also on my list—Monet, Manet, 

Gauguin, Degas and Pissarro…

 

EC: That’s all (laughing)?

MF: Not quite—add Turner, Sisley, Cole and 

Church.

EC: I think that you’ve just about covered the 

best artists of Western civilization; that’s quite a 

list. I’d like to curate that collection!

MF: Done...

Two still life works in the master bedroom: at left, Judith Pond Kudlow (2006), and right, Laura Westlake’s Wintering Cedar Waxwing (2009).
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Geoff rey Johnson’s 2006 painting Six Horses with Nine People hangs in the kitchen.
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Kevin Fitzgerald’s Cedar Grove Horizon (2010) hangs in the master bedroom.

CohlerFelty.indd   58CohlerFelty.indd   58 2/4/11   9:51:45 AM2/4/11   9:51:45 AM



59

EC: You have yourself a deal. Favorite museums?

MF: The Rodin Museum, Uffi zi, D’Orsay, the 

Met and the National Gallery here in D.C.

EC: Favorite city for art?

MF: Paris.

 

EC: Here’s a tough one—if you could have 

dinner with one artist living or dead, who 

would that be?

MF: That is a diffi cult question. Probably 

da Vinci, however Michelangelo and Picasso 

take a close second and third.

 

EC: How has your collection evolved?

MF: It’s extremely mixed—impressionistic 

landscapes, realistic seascapes, portraits, scenes 

from daily life and sculpture. The common 

thread is that all of the pieces generate an 

emotional response—a sense of familiarity and 

personal experience; a sense of warmth from 

physical beauty and my own simple curiosity.

 

EC: Have you found your taste evolving the 

more that you are exposed to new artists?

MF: Not too much. I don’t feel that I have a 

defi nable, distinct taste; I like a broader range 

of work.

 

EC: If you could change careers and do anything 

in the art world, what would that be?

MF: I’d become a benefactor. Having the means 

to be able to acquire privately held pieces to 

donate to institutions for public display would 

top almost anything else.

 

EC: Are collectors born or made? Nature or 

nurture?

MF: Made. We are a composite of our 

experiences.

 

EC: Advice to newer collectors?

MF: Don’t hesitate. When you know that you 

love a piece, acquire it. I dislike the feeling of 

regret when I have passed on a work and then 

returned to purchase it only to fi nd it gone.

 

EC: That’s a devastating feeling. Any parting 

words of wisdom?

MF: Yes. It’s wonderful to be able to collect 

pieces by artists whom you develop personal 

relationships with. One artist whose work 

that I collect, Christopher James Ward, has 

become a close friend and this has enhanced 

the experience that I enjoy from living with his 

work in a very satisfying way.

 

EC: Now, if only I could have said the same 

of Picasso...   

Eric Cohler, president 

of Eric Cohler Inc., 

holds a master’s degree 

in Historic Preservation 

from the Columbia 

School of Architecture. 

He won a Designer 

of the Year Award in 

1998, and in 2000 the D&D Building in New 

York recognized him as one of the 26 leading 

designers in the U.S. Eric has appeared on CBS 

Morning and Evening News and CNN Style 

and he is a featured designer on the Home & 

Garden TV Network.

Collector Michael Felty with Lucy. The landscape is by Lynn Boggess. The early 19th-century home is near the harbor that made Alexandria a 

valuable port for the Early Republic.
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