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MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM

J.P. Morgans Yard

Is a New Garden

The financier’s library and museum celebrates
a McKim building restoration, adding a green space.

By JANE L. LEVERE

In 1908, an unnamed correspondent for The
Times of London wrote the first public ac-
count of the two-year-old library of the fi-
nancier J. Pierpont Morgan, next to his
home just east of Madison Avenue on 36th
Street.

Modeled by the architect Charles Follen
McKim on Renaissance buildings like the
Villa Medici in Rome, the library contained
Morgan’s storied collections of rare books
and manuscripts, and was built at a cost of
$50,000, or over $1 million today. Describing
the library's lavish interiors and collections,
the correspondent wrote that “Bookman’s
Paradise exists and I have seen it

This weekend and next, the Morgan Li-
brary & Museum will celebrate the restora-

unveil an adjacent, new garden — Manhat-
tan's new green space — as well as arelated
exhibition. “Today ‘the bookman’s para-

Top, facade of J. Pierpont Morgan’s
Library, circa 1908. The landscape
redesign features plants that are low
— 50 as not to distract from Charles
Follen McKim’s architecture — from
anemones and asters to foxgloves and
viburnum. Above is a detail of the
pebble mosaics in the new garden.

tion of the Tandmark McRim building and

dise’ belongs to all of us,” the exhibition de-
clares.

The Morgan will offer a weekend of free
family activities and community guided
tours on June 18 and 19; after that, the gar-
den will be open through Oct. 9, The new ex-
hibition, “J. Pierpont Morgan's Library:
Building the Bookman's Paradise,” which

opened on Friday, traces the design, con--

struction and early years of the library. It
features architectural drawings and a plas-
ter maguette, period photographs and rare
books and manuscripts from Morgan’s col-
lection.

In an interview this week, the Morgan's
director, Colin B. Bailey, said that the
$13 million restoration and garden praject
grew cut of a 2016 assessment of the li-
brary’s masonry, roof, drainage, and met-
alwork. This came 10 years after the com-
pletion of Renzo Pianc’s design to integrate
the museum’s three landmark buildings
through steel and glass pavilions. (The two
other landmark buildings are. Benjamin
Wistar Morris’s 1924-28 annex and the 19th-
century R. H. Robertson brownstone on
Madison Avenue and East 37th Street,
where J. P Morgan Jr. and his wife Lived.)
Piano’s design moved the museum’s origi-
nal entrance on East 36th Street to Madison
Avenue between 36th and 37th Streets.

The museum developed an elaborate
program to restore the McKim building’s
facade and exterior sculptural decoration;
waterproof its foundation and roof; and de-
velop an invisible pigeon control program
for birds that descend from those that be-
gan perching on the building in 1906. (Pi-
geons turn out to be fearless and highly ter-
ritorial.)

It also hired the British landscape archi-
tect Todd Longstaffe-Gowan — whose com-
missions have included Hampton Court
and Kensington and Kew Palaces — to de-
sign a 5,000-square-foot garden parallel to
the facade of the library. In 1912, Morgan
asked the landscape architect Beatrix
Jones (later Beatrix Farrand) to design a
garden in the space between his home and
the library; her design was never executed.
Until the new garden design, the space was
occupied by what Longstaffe-Gowan calls
an “undistinguished” vertical swath of

green lawn. “With the garden, we endeav-
ored to showcase the library’s exterior and
offer visitors moments to pause and engage
with the architecture itself,” Bailey said.
Longstaffe-Gowan's garden concept —
approved by the New York City Landmarks
and Preservation Commission in 2018 and
inspired by Morgan's Eurocentric taste and
collections — includes bluestone paths
whose patterns echo the floor of the library
and exterior paving, as well as pebblework

~ pavements created by a Sicilian craftsman

using stones from the shores of the lonian
Sea and velcanic ash from Mount Etna.

Longstaffe-Gowan also installed sculp-
tures from Morgan’s collection, including a
Roman sarcophagus, a Roman funerary
stele and two Renaissance corbels, in the
garden, Most important, he created a land-
scape design featuring plants that are delib-
erately low, so as not to distract from Mc-
Kim's architecture, including geraniums,
anemones, asters, foxgloves and viburnum.
In an interview, he said his plant choices
and patterns were influenced, in part, by
15th-century French and Italian manu-
scripts in Morgan's collection.

The Morgan hired a lighting designer,
Linnaea Tillett, to enhance the nighttime
presence of the McKim building — previ-
ously illuminated only by streetlights. “The
landscape, pathways and lighting are de-
signed to offer an intimate encounter with
the building,” Bailey said.

The exterior entrance to the McKim
building was a major focus of the museum’s
conservation team, headed up by Integrat-
ed Conservation Resources, a New York-
based company that also worked on the
2010 restoration of the interior of Morgan's
library. The doors — adorned with bronze
scenes from the life of Christ that were cre-
ated in 1900 and inspired by Lorenzo Ghib-
erti’s Renaissance bronze doors for the Bap-
tistery of Florence — were cleaned and con-
served.

Jennifer Schork, a partner at ICR and
principal conservator on the Morgan
project, said that the goal of the project was
for the McKim bailding “to look clean, re-
freshed and repaired but not altered in any
way from the original design intent and ap-
pearance,” which she called “impeccable.”
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The library is constructed out of Tenne
see pink marble, from a quarry ne
Knoxville, that is not true marble but Lim
stone, cut, according to the museum, “
perfection,” into blocks separated by let
sheets only 1/16th of an inch thick.

“In my 15 years of doing this, I've newn
worked on a building that is so well d
signed and constructed,” Schork said. **
retain, refresh and restore its excellem
was certainly intimidating.”

The design and execution of its ston
work “is unparalleled in any building
New York City,” she added. “Mortar was i
used; the stones were set directly again
each other with a very thin layer of le:
sheet” between them, a similar constru
tion technique to that used in tl
Erechtheion, an ancient Greek temple bu
on the Acropolis to house a wooden statuel
Athena.

Anthony Acciavatti, a visiting assistal
professor in urban studies at the Ya
School of Architecture, pointed out that tt
Morgan’s new garden as well as the r
cently redesigned roof deck on the neart
Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library “g
tend the reach and public mission” of bo
institutions.

Placing the Roman and Renaissam
sculptures in the Morgan's garden cou
draw a passer-by “into looking at the a
jects in the building,” he said.

Adding that museums and other cultur
sites are “all grappling with how to
their collections and spaces more acces:
ble to wider audiences” Catharine Dag
Roeber, interim director of academic pr
grams at the Winterthur Museum, Gardg
& Library, in New Castle County, Del., sa
“the Morgan is connecting ideas about aj
beauty, respite and learning that it is know
for (on the inside)} in new ways outside.”

The Morgan’s director offered a mo
down-to-earth assessment of the timing
the unveiling, which was supposed to |
completed in spring 2021 but was delay¢
by the pandemic.

“The fact that we're opening tfeoutdos
space now seems sort of ordained,” Bail¢
said. “We've found the right moment. Pe
ple are eager to be in each other’s compan
to see beauty.”



