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On a wintry Wednesday evening, Maria Mavroudi
is delivering a lecture on Byzantine science. Using ev-
idence from texts and artifacts, she sketches an alter-
nate history, one that competes with the common ac-
count that the Byzantine empire’s inhabitants were
less advanced than their contemporaries in their use
and understanding of the sciences.

Mavroudi reports that Ptolemy’s Geography, which
was produced in Roman Egypt in the second century
A.D. and describes a system of coordinates similar to
modern latitude and longitude, survives in 54 Greek
manuscripts. She argues that the typical explanation of
why the text was reproduced—merely to preserve it for
future generations—is wrong, and makes a case that
the real purpose was to produce a manual for contem-
porary use. She cites texts that describe the richness of
Constantinople’s libraries, and others that mention
wooden astrolabes; time and the elements, she says,
may have erased the evidence of Byzantium’s use of scientific in-
struments made from this perishable material. Byzantine science,
she says, has gone unacknowledged not because it did not exist,
but because studying it requires such diverse expertise: knowledge
of languages, of Byzantine history, of the history of science.

This research requires a particular breed of scholar. Mavroudi,
Ph.D. ’98, who holds faculty appointments at Berkeley and Prince-
ton, is one of them. She was the first person to earn a doctorate in

Byzantine studies, per se, from Harvard; four di≠erent depart-
ments—history, classics, art history, and Near Eastern studies—
were involved. And the setting for her lecture is the world’s fore-
most center of Byzantine scholarship: Dumbarton Oaks, an estate
in Washington, D.C., which Harvard has owned since 1940, when
Robert Woods Bliss, A.B. 1900, and his wife, Mildred Barnes Bliss,
donated their Georgetown property to the University.

But it is not just in Byzantine studies that Dumbarton Oaks
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excels. It also has fellowship programs in pre-Columbian stud-
ies—focused on Latin America before Europeans arrived—and
in garden and landscape studies.

The scholarly institute, with its research library, museum, and
public gardens, encompasses such disparate academic pursuits
by design. In the preamble to her last will and testament, Mil-
dred Bliss wrote that the estate was to be preserved as a “home
of the Humanities, not a mere aggregation of books and objects
of art.” The place manages to incorporate the natural environ-
ment and the built environment; concepts of art and religion;
cultural studies; and considerations of conquest and empire. It is
a window into the past, but it reflects on the present.

hese three seemingly unrelated fields do not
just coexist at Dumbarton Oaks; they coalesce. Fellows

toil in solitude in their o∞ces, but they also emerge to dis-
cuss their projects with other fellows, and they discover paral-
lels between fields. One past symposium investigated Byzantine
garden culture; several current fellows’ projects have benefited
from such cross-pollination.

For example, one of this year’s pre-Columbian fel-
lows, University College London archaeologist Eliza-
beth Graham, is writing about the encounter be-
tween Europeans and the Maya, using evidence from
excavations of the sites of two churches from the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries, both in mod-
ern-day Belize. In conversations with Byzantine fel-
lows, she has been struck by the similarities between
early Christianity and the Maya version of Catholi-
cism. “There’s no question that pre-Christian ideas
have been incorporated into Catholicism,” says Gra-
ham. “It seems to me the Maya are just doing what all
the European Christians did—they incorporate local
culture with Christian sacred space.”

But to the disapproving Europeans, unaware that their own
brand of religion was the product of a similar process, the pagan
elements of Maya Catholicism looked foreign. “It’s interesting
how, whenever there’s this meeting of two worlds, the one that
becomes more powerful depicts the other one in a very simplified
fashion,” Graham says. “I don’t think most of us realize that when
we look at early records. We take them literally.” She sees paral-
lels to this egotistical simplification of other cultures in various
periods throughout history, including the contemporary world.

The project of another pre-Columbian fellow, Timothy
Beach—a Georgetown University professor who teaches courses
on climatology, hydrology, soils, geomorphology, and geoarchae-
ology—incorporates garden and landscape studies: he is investi-
gating Maya agriculture and its impact on the environment.
Beach earned his Ph.D. at the University of Minnesota, and says
the changes caused there by early European settlers are not un-
like the e≠ects of Maya agriculture: German farmers weren’t
used to the steeper inclines and fast, hard rainstorms of their
new home, and they took no precautions against erosion. In both

central Minnesota and Guatemala, entire towns
were buried under layers of eroded sediment.

Inquiries like these, in a sense, simply couldn’t
take place without Dumbar-
ton Oaks. The Renaissance
brought a renewed interest
in the Classical period; for a
time, the millennia in be-
tween were forgotten, ig-
nored. By bringing the
Byzantine period to the
forefront, the Blisses created
a place for the study of all
the periods, and of the major
themes of human history.

T

Scenes from 
Dumbarton Oaks: 
a garden 
wall (opposite), 
the main house 
(above)

This jade figurine from
the Olmec culture,
which flourished from
about 1200 B.C. to 400
B.C. along the Gulf
Coast of Mexico, 
was the first pre-
Columbian object
Robert Bliss acquired.
It appears in an exhib-
it about the Blisses
that was installed for
the museums’ grand
reopening in April.
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ornelia horn, a professor in the theological studies
department at St. Louis University and a current Byzan-

tine fellow, is trying to trace the transmission history of
apocryphal Christian texts during the seventh century. The na-
tivity story appears not only in the Bible, but also in the Koran
and in other texts that were not ultimately incorporated into
these holy books. Horn’s project compares details in the di≠erent
versions of the story in an attempt to get at which versions circu-
lated when, where, and how widely. It is a study of a specific
story’s evolution, but also of how Christianity and Islam
influenced one another.

Geographically, the Byzantine empire was ideally situated to
illuminate concerns that remain relevant today: interactions
between world powers, for instance, or between religious tra-
ditions. A former Dumbarton Oaks di-
rector, medievalist Giles Constable,
once said a stint there should be
mandatory for all
U.S. ambassadors
sent to the Medi-
terranean and the
Middle East.

The Blisses were
prescient in realiz-
ing the importance
of Byzantine stud-

ies. Dumbarton Oaks welcomed its first Byz-
antine fellows in 1941, well before the field
was widely recognized as a worthy academic
pursuit. Alice-Mary Talbot ’60, who directs
the Byzantine studies program, says that
when she was studying classics in college, fo-
cusing on the medieval period “would have
been unthinkable.” Today, she notes, the chair
of the Harvard classics department is a Byzan-
tinist; the previous chair, and current Dumb-
arton Oaks director, Jan M. Ziolkowski, also
studies the medieval period. Talbot notes,
with delight, that Maria Mavroudi won a
MacArthur fellowship in 2005—a sign that
the field has truly arrived.

The list of former fellows reads like a “who’s
who” of Byzantine studies, and people tend not
to come just once—Dumbarton Oaks keeps
beckoning them back. Mavroudi’s first visit
was in 1995, as a junior fellow, someone still
working on a Ph.D. Her project was analyzing a
Byzantine Greek book on dream interpretation
and that book’s Arabic sources. In 2001, she re-
turned to research bilingualism in Greek and
Arabic in the Middle Ages. Mavroudi says these
stints “proved formative for everything I did af-
terwards.”

Talbot, too, has kept coming back. She first
fell in love with Byzantium during a fellowship in Greece, and a
Ph.D. program in Byzantine history at Columbia brought her to
Dumbarton Oaks for the first time, for a symposium in 1963. She
spent a year there on a fellowship in 1966, and returned in 1984 to
help edit the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, a project whose editor-
ial home base was Dumbarton Oaks. When that project con-
cluded, then-Dumbarton Oaks director Angeliki Laiou, whose
professorship in Byzantine history at Harvard was endowed by
the Blisses, appointed Talbot director of Byzantine studies.

Today, Talbot’s o∞ce is in one of the Blisses’ guest bedrooms; the
walls are lined with titles such as The Crusades from the Perspective of
Byzantium and the Muslim World; Byzantine Court Culture; Consent and Co-
ercion to Sex and Marriage in Ancient and Medieval Societies; and Byzantine
Magic. All were published by Dumbarton Oaks; the in-house press

has helped shape Byzantine studies by issu-
ing important texts and by supporting the
writing of others with its fellowships. Dum-
barton Oaks commissioned the translation
of 19 hagiographies, never before translated
into a modern Western language, and is
publishing them as a series. Ziolkowski says
he would like to see the press create a series
of English translations of Byzantine texts,
with the original Greek on facing pages,
similar to the Loeb Classical Library and the
Villa I Tatti Renaissance Library—both

By bringing the Byzantine period to the forefront, the Blisses created a place for
the study of all the periods, and of the major themes of human history.

C

The Blisses spent just seven years at Dumbarton Oaks after Robert Bliss retired from the
Foreign Service in 1933; they gave their estate to Harvard in 1940. This photograph shows
them in 1938 in the music room, which they designed as a setting for chamber-music 
performances and spared no expense in decorating—the sixteenth-century mantelpiece of
carved limestone came from a chateau in France’s Dordogne region. Today, the room is the
setting for a monthly concert series presented in accordance with the Blisses’ wishes.

An openwork 
silver lamp, one of
many items in the
Byzantine collection
from the “Sion
Treasure,” liturgical
objects and church
furnishings from a
sixth-century church
site found in Turkey
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published by Harvard University Press, which produces, markets,
and distributes Dumbarton Oaks publications.

Several current fellows are working on projects that will be-
come resources for future scholars. Nadezhda Kavrus-Ho≠mann,
an independent scholar from New York who was a fellow last
fall, is creating the very first catalog of Greek manuscripts from
the Byzantine period in the United States: traveling among the
libraries that hold the manuscripts and in some cases discover-
ing texts whose existence had escaped notice. Current fellow
Yuri Pyatnitsky, senior curator for the Byzantine icon collection

at the Hermitage, in St. Petersburg, is creating a comprehensive
catalog of that collection, incorporating information from recent
analysis of the icons using new technical methods.

Dumbarton Oaks also underwrites the development of Byzan-
tine scholarship directly. Eustratios Papaioannou, another former
fellow now translating the letters of Byzantine historian and
philosopher Michael Psellos, is Dumbarton Oaks assistant profes-
sor of Byzantine studies in the classics department at Brown Uni-
versity. The appointment is jointly funded by the two entities, en-
abling Papaioannou to spend two years teaching at Brown and

Visionary Donors
obert bliss died in 1962, Mildred Bliss in 1969,
but the benefactors of Dumbarton Oaks still cast a

long shadow over their former home. It’s not just
that the Blisses left behind their home and all their belongings.
The estate’s later caretakers have inscribed their words on
plaques; sta≠ members mention their names frequently; and
people occasionally report seeing Mrs. Bliss walking about in
the gardens. Indeed, the estate’s very name comes from the
Blisses, who combined its first recorded name—taken from
the Rock of Dumbarton in Scotland, the homeland of early
owner Ninian Beall—and a name from a later period, when it
was called simply “The Oaks.”

Robert Woods Bliss, A.B. 1900, a career diplomat, and Mil-
dred Barnes Bliss, heiress to a laxative fortune and the niece
of Edith Wharton, had spent two decades overseas during his
postings to Venice, St. Pe-
tersburg, Brussels, Buenos
Aires, Paris, and the Hague.
In 1920, they were looking
for a home base in Wash-
ington, but they also had
grand aspirations for their
estate. They envisioned a
place for scholarly studies
and musical performances,
and a home for the fine art
and ancient artifacts they
had assiduously collected.
And they had notions of
eventually giving all of it to
Harvard.

A history of Dumbarton
Oaks records Robert Bliss’s
words upon seeing the
property for the first time:
“though it had no particular
charm and the grounds
were unkempt and in places
much overgrown, the beau-
tiful trees gave promise of
possibilities to a gardener.”
Beall’s Georgetown estate
had been divided up and

sold to di≠erent owners over the years; the Blisses reassem-
bled several parcels into their own 53-acre plot.

They made their gift to Harvard sooner than they had origi-
nally planned. In 1940, as World War II consumed Europe and
threatened to draw in the United States, they turned over to
the University 16 acres, including the main house, gardens,
and their collections and library. “Dumbarton Oaks is now
ready to increase its contribution to the intellectual life of the
nation,” Robert Bliss told the Washington Times-Herald. They also
gave 27 acres to the National Park Service, which made the
land into Dumbarton Oaks Park, and sold 10 acres to the Dan-
ish government for an embassy complex. They had lived at the
estate only since 1933, and for just 10 years in all, having
bought it while Robert Bliss was on a domestic posting, before
being sent to Sweden and Argentina.

With the gift, Harvard received 1,200 Byzantine objects, as
well as 17,000 Byzantine coins and 800 pieces of pre-
Columbian art. The Blisses “had no aspiration to be scholars,
but they had quite good taste,” says Dumbarton Oaks director

Jan M. Ziolkowski. “Col-
lecting was a serious busi-
ness for them.”

Many have noted similar-
ities to I Tatti, the estate
near Florence that was left
to Harvard in 1959 by Ber-
nard Berenson, A.B. 1887, as
a center for Renaissance
studies. Besides a research
library, that estate o≠ers
artworks, gardens, and olive
groves—a set of resources
for well-rounded scholars of
the humanities. The I Tatti
gardens feature pebble mo-
saics; Mildred Bliss con-
verted a former tennis court
at Dumbarton Oaks into a
pebble mosaic in 1961. And
just as the Blisses’ ashes are
interred in the Dumbarton
Oaks gardens, Berenson and
his wife are buried in a
chapel at I Tatti. The simi-
larities are not coincidental:
the Blisses and the Beren-
sons were friends.

Robert and Mildred Bliss,
during his diplomatic
posting to Sweden 
in the 1920s
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two years at Dumbarton Oaks conducting research. The Blisses’
gift has provided seed money for 11 tenure-track positions in
Byzantine studies at nine U.S. universities during the past three
decades. Dumbarton Oaks has also provided
financial support for excavations and for the
restoration of frescoes in a church in Cyprus.
And it was at Dumbarton Oaks that the key to
dating Byzantine coins was discovered. 

orter professor of medieval Latin
Jan Ziolkowski began his tenure as di-

rector in September. Like the institute
itself, he has diverse interests. His publications

in the last two years include a book on the medieval precursors to
fairy tales; one on the musical notation printed alongside the text
of some medieval Latin poems; translations of a ribald story from

the thirteenth century and of letters by the me-
dieval French philosopher Peter Abélard, best
known for his legendary love a≠air with Héloïse;

and an 1,128-page volume
titled The Virgilian Tradition:
The First Fifteen Hundred
Years.

“I like to think of myself
as being a humanist who
likes to work on the Mid-

Although savoring his role as director, Ziolkowski admits he “wasn’t 
prepared for just how active the place is.”

This watercolor gives an aerial view of the 53 acres the Blisses assembled to house art, scholarship, and memorable gardens. For many years, 
it hung over the fireplace in the music room. A copy hangs there now; the original is in storage to protect it from light—and other—damage. 
The painting was smudged, the story goes, when someone wiped a sponge down one side to clean it, not realizing that the colors would smear.
Close observers will notice that, despite restoration, part of the left side of the image is less finely detailed than the rest. 

P
A bust of the 
Maya maize god,
from the late seventh
or early eighth 
century, appears in a
display about Maya
religion in the pre-
Columbian wing.
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dle Ages and on literature, but who
has other interests,” says Zi-
olkowski. Medieval Latin texts are
the starting point, but, he says, “I try
to connect them in as many ways as I
can to other literatures within Eu-
rope, and to other areas of study.”
He has also chaired several interdis-
ciplinary entities within the Faculty
of Arts and Sciences, including the
Committee on Medieval Studies and the Committee on De-
grees in Folklore and Mythology. “A large part of my agenda
in the first 25 years of my career,” he says, “was to try to figure
out how to intersect with the work of as many colleagues as
possible.”

Ziolkowski is only the seventh director in seven decades.
(The appointment, which lasts for five years, is renewable.)
Because directors are expected to spend one day a week in Cam-
bridge, and to teach one class a semester, he is in a cab to the air-
port by 6 a.m. every Tuesday.

Over lunch in December, he confessed he was “running on va-
pors.” Although savoring his new role, he said, “I wasn’t prepared
for just how active the place is.” Already that week, there had
been a research report by a garden and landscape fellow
on Monday afternoon; a concert on Monday night; a
Byzantine seminar presentation by Papaioannou on Tues-
day afternoon; co≠ee hour for the pre-Columbian fellows
on Wednesday afternoon; and Mavroudi’s lecture on
Wednesday evening. On Thursday evening, Ziolkowski
was scheduled to give a talk himself on “The Juggler of
Notre Dame,” a medieval folk tale about an entertainer
who grows weary of his life, enters a monastery, and de-
velops a juggling routine to perform before a statue of the
Virgin because he doesn’t know how else to express his
devotion. The tale—in which the juggler is scorned by his
fellow monks-in-training, dies from the exertion of per-
forming his routine, and ascends to heaven after a fight
between the devils representing his tawdry past and the
angels of his pious end—has found its way, in various
forms, into nineteenth-century short-story collections, a
W.H. Auden poem, and a short film narrated by Boris
Karlo≠. A painting depicting the juggler, belonging to Zi-
olkowski, hangs in the director’s residence.

The estate owns that residence, a house across the
street from the main campus that once belonged to Eliza-
beth Taylor. It has more bathrooms than Taylor has had
husbands (nine and seven, respectively) and its extensive
basement includes a film screening room, a minibar, and a
children’s playroom decked out in zebra print. (There are
also safes, which one would need if one planned on stor-
ing the 33-carat Krupp diamond and the 69-carat Taylor-
Burton diamond.)

Ziolkowski hosted a dinner there for the fellows last
fall, two days after he moved in. He thought it would be
nice to do something casual, maybe pizza in the backyard.
But tradition called for something grander, so Ziolkowski
assented to a starched-tablecloth, waiters-in-tails a≠air,
in keeping with the general ambiance of Dumbarton
Oaks—teacups and tea are always in close proximity, and

Pellegrino water and Amontillado sherry are served dur-
ing the fellows’ Monday-afternoon research reports.

The estate also owns an apartment building 10 min-
utes from the campus, where the fellows live,
and the campus includes a refectory where
they can eat breakfast and lunch daily, on
china that may have belonged to the Blisses,
underneath a watchful portrait of Mrs. Bliss
herself. “It was very important to the Bliss-

es…that scholars be unencumbered by practical con-
cerns,” says Joanne Pillsbury, director of the pre-
Columbian studies program.

Their mission, broadly conceived, was “to bring together
intellectuals,” Ziolkowski says. “Their focus was mainly on
scholars, but they didn’t use that term to mean solely

Ph.D.-bearing researchers.…They wanted them to come to-
gether in a context that would be beautiful, that would be aes-

thetically satisfying. They wanted people literally to step outside
and smell the roses.”

n the nine decades since the Blisses first contem-
plated making their gift to Harvard, Dumbarton Oaks

has gone from a building to a campus with a sta≠ of closeI
Dumbarton Oaks director
Jan M. Ziolkowski

This Byzantine 
reliquary from the 
thirteenth century,
crafted of gold and 
cloisonné,
was made 
to hold a
fragment of
wood from
the cross
on which Jesus
was crucified.
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to 100. The Blisses’ endowment has enabled this to happen
without any fundraising; their original $5-million gift had
grown to nearly $500 million in 2001, the last time it was sepa-
rately reported in University financial statements.

The Blisses had the foresight to realize they could not predict
every eventuality, and they wrote the gift documents to give
their estate’s future custodians discretion. This has allowed the
institute to sell, over the years, all but the most precious hold-
ings from the “house collection”—art the Blisses collected that
fits into neither the Byzantine nor the pre-Columbian cate-
gory—and plow the proceeds back into programs, publications,
salaries, and library acquisitions.

The Dumbarton Oaks library, originally assembled to make
sense of the Blisses’ collections and their gardens, has grown into
a staple of scholarship for all three research fields. Their 10,000

volumes in Byzantine studies have grown to 150,000, plus half a
million images of various sizes and formats. The pre-Columbian
collection now numbers 32,000 volumes, up from the 2,000 col-
lected by Robert Bliss. And the garden and landscape library,
first curated by Mildred Bliss, grew from 5,000 volumes at the
time of the Blisses’ conveyance to 27,000 today. The holdings of
the library as a whole grow by 3,000 to 4,000 volumes a year.

Its home, a new building that opened in 2005, is a dramatic im-
provement: previously, books were kept in the main house, “liter-
ally shelved in closets and under stairs,” says library director
Sheila Klos. “Every time the fire marshal came through, he said,
‘You shouldn’t have books here.’ We said, ‘Just a little longer.’...
We were shelved on eight di≠erent levels, four of which had no
elevator or book-lift access, so everything was carried.”

The library holds many rare and important resources, includ-

Garden Refuge
he dumbarton oaks gardens—formal gardens

in the European tradition, but with a distinctively
American flavor that acknowledges their setting—are

laid out as a series of “garden rooms,” with walls formed by
trees in some cases, by terraces in others, with the result that
something new lurks around each twist of the winding paths.

One has the constant feeling of going where one isn’t supposed
to go—a place this beautiful just can’t be open to the public.

But it is. The 10-acre garden opens from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. in the
winter, and 2 to 6 in the summer. Admission during the morn-
ing and early afternoon is restricted to the fellows to give them
a chance to “rest their eyes, expand their vision, and ponder the
subjects they’re working on,” in the words of Joanne Pillsbury,
director of the pre-Columbian studies program.

These are gardens rich with references. A stone plaque in the
wisteria arbor bears an Italian inscription: Quelli chanticamente

T
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ing the Princeton Index of Iconographic Art, one of only five
copies of this card catalog in the world. Brandeis University an-
thropologist Charles Golden, a pre-Columbian fellow this year,
says the library’s excavation reports have been particularly use-
ful for his e≠ort to understand why the Maya destroyed a royal
palace after a sixth-century military defeat and rebuilt it, in
di≠erent form, on the same site half a century later. The project
requires “a shovelful-by-shovelful description of what came out
of the ground and how it came out of the ground,” says Golden.
“The only place to find that is the original excavation reports.
Not all libraries are willing to buy them for the use of just a few
scholars, but Dumbarton Oaks has them.”

And the fellows find that the library’s small size and ease of
navigation make for productive research. “At Widener,” says
Mavroudi, “you have to walk several minutes—sometimes half

an hour!—within the building to go from one book to the next. If
you are playing with an idea in your mind, maybe the idea is not
the same by the time you reach the book. At Dumbarton Oaks,
it’s just one floor up. It’s an immediate satisfaction of curiosity
that allows one’s mind to work faster.”

hile many are unaware of Dumbarton Oaks’
existence, even fewer know of the breadth of its

o≠erings. Klos recalls a recent conversation with a book
dealer who said, “Oh, Dumbarton Oaks, you do pre-Columbian.”
Klos’s reply: “No, no, there’s so much more!”

To members of the general public, the estate’s name may be fa-
miliar in the context of international relations: late in World
War II, representatives of the United States, Great Britain, the
Soviet Union, and nationalist China gathered there to hammer

poetaro leta dell oro/ & suo stat felice forse in parnaso esto loco
sognaro, a quotation from Dante’s Purgatorio, trans-
lated by Charles Eliot Norton, A.B. 1846, as “Those
who in old time sang of the Golden Age, and of its
happy state, perchance, upon Parnassus, dreamed of
this place.” In the “star garden,” with its zodiac-
signs motif, the pavement is inscribed with a passage
from Chaucer’s translation of Consolation of Philosophy,
by the sixth-century philosopher Boethius (who was
executed by a Roman emperor for allegedly conspir-
ing with the Byzantine empire): “O Thou Maker of
the Whele that Bereth the Sterres, and tornest the
Hevene with a ravisshing sweigh.” The crypt in the
rose garden, containing the ashes of donors Robert
Woods Bliss and Mildred Barnes Bliss, is marked by a
plaque bearing only their names, dates of birth and
death, and the Latin maxim Quod severis metes—As you
sow, so shall you reap.

The Blisses commissioned Beatrix Farrand in 1921
to design the gardens as a setting for humanistic in-
quiry and reflection. Thus began an intense process
that spanned four decades and involved full-size
mock-ups of many elements as well as a vigorous back-and-
forth recorded in correspondence between Farrand and Mil-
dred Bliss.

Mrs. Bliss took inspiration from the gardens she’d seen in
France and Italy. Farrand had also toured European gardens
extensively, but she was known for her love of endemic,
rather than exotic, plants, and she designed with an eye to-
ward adapting the garden to its natural setting, not the

other way around. She structured the gardens to “devolve”
from formal and structured to progressively less so as one
moves downhill from the main house. As one enters the
“wild,” less landscaped portion, stone paths trail o≠
abruptly into dirt or lawn. In Dumbarton Oaks: Garden into Art,
historian Susan Tamulevich judges the result successful:
“The garden,” she writes, “feels as if it had always been
there—born, not made.”

The Dumbarton Oaks gardens were influenced by the
Arts and Crafts Movement and by earlier garden styles
from France and Italy. They are closed to the public in the
morning to allow the fellows exclusive use, but in the
afternoon, anyone may enter for a small fee—and from
November to mid March, for free. The pebble terrace,
left, was created in 1962 from a former tennis court. Its
designer was Ruth Havey, rather than Beatrix Farrand,
who designed most of the gardens’ elements. The wheat-
sheaf motif visible at lower right in the image forms part
of both the Woods and the Bliss coats of arms. The 
terrace was meant to be covered by a thin sheet of water;
though subterranean mortar problems interfere at pre-
sent, it will one day regain its original appearance.

W



out the details of the United Nations. Washington, D.C., resi-
dents may know the gardens (unlisted in many guidebooks), but
even they often don’t realize that the museums are open to the
public. (For visiting information, see www.doaks.org.)

Both Ziolkowski and museum director Gudrun Bühl are eager
to increase the estate’s public profile. Bühl edited Dumbarton Oaks:
The Collections, a 380-page book being published this spring under
the Dumbarton Oaks imprint. With
photographs of, and descriptive es-
says about, more than 170 objects
from the Byzantine, pre-Columbian,
and house collections, it is the first
attempt to represent the holdings,
in color, in al l their breadth.
(Among the smattering of previous
books, some fo-
cused on the es-
tate’s history,

some on the gardens, some on one museum collection, often with
images in black and white or no illustrations at all.)

A recent wave of renovations will also help. The new library
building cost $18 million and comprises 43,000 square feet. The
museums, closed for renovations since December 2005, were
scheduled to reopen in April. And renovations to the Blisses’ for-
mer residence—which their sundry additions expanded to an
awe-inspiring 77,000 square feet—were completed last year. (The
building comprises o∞ces for sta≠ and fellows, rooms for concerts
and lectures, the museum galleries and storage, the publications
department, and a rare book room that was the only part of the li-
brary to stay behind after the new building’s construction. The
holdings, all from the Blisses’ collection, include a first edition of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a signed copy of Leaves of Grass, and a fifteenth-
century illustrated manual of medicinal plants.)

The new museum galleries—the first update since initial instal-
lation in the 1960s—attempt to integrate the collections and make
them more user-friendly: for example, by adding new labels and
educational display formats. One case holds a map of the Byzan-
tine Empire, which serves to educate viewers but also to display
Byzantine coins, arranged according to where they were minted.

The exhibits aim to be succinct, not exhaustive. “If you want
the person to stop and look closer, then you have to cut back on
the number of objects in one case,” says Bühl. But, she says, “It
hurts. You want to show what you have.” Objects will rotate in
and out of displays, while a new study space in the basement al-
lows scholars to view objects from storage by appointment.

Bühl tries to use objects’ settings to suggest their original uses.
“Most of these objects were never meant to be independent
pieces of art,” she says. Floor mosaics, for example, were walked
on—and so a mosaic from a Roman bathhouse floor adorns the
museum’s entrance lobby, even though the constant foot tra∞c is
a nightmare from a preservation standpoint.

But the displays stop short of wholesale reconstruction. One
case contains early Byzantine liturgical instruments, including a
reconstructed altar with a tabletop, chalices, a flabellum (a fan
used during services to keep flies away from the communion
host), and a liturgical book cover. It is significant, says Bühl, that
this altar diorama appears inside a case, rather than in a full-scale
reproduction of a chapel: “People should always know that these
objects are lost to the original context.”

The pre-Columbian collection
resides in a distinctive honeycomb-
shaped structure, designed by the
architect Philip Johnson ’27,  B.Arch.
’43, that was added as a wing of the
main house in 1963. The holdings
focus on Mexico and areas south.
The post-renovation orientation of
the displays is geographic, and each
gallery also has a theme. One—fea-
turing objects (please turn to page 95)

Objects’ settings in the museum suggest their original uses. A mosaic from a
Roman bathhouse floor adorns the entrance lobby, even though the constant
foot traffic is a nightmare from a preservation standpoint.

Alice-Mary Talbot,
director of the
Byzantine studies
program

An ivory triptych
from late-tenth-cen-
tury Constantinople
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from the classic Veracruz culture, on the
east coast of modern Mexico—informs
viewers about the culture’s widespread
ball games, believed to have served both
ritualistic and recreational functions; the
athletic equipment on display includes
stone elbow and knee protectors. In an-
other gallery, visitors learn about Maya re-
ligion by viewing a bust of the maize god
and a bowl with a carved image of the
chocolate god.

The Blisses snubbed the sensibilities of
their time in favor of collecting pieces
that brought them pleasure. Just as they
were early Byzantine enthusiasts, Robert
Bliss “was ahead of his time” in collecting
pre-Columbian artifacts, says Bühl: his
collection, first displayed at the National
Gallery, was one of the earliest to recog-
nize the objects’ artistic value, as well as
their status as historical artifacts. A spe-
cial exhibit for the grand reopening fea-
tures his first acquisition, a nine-inch-tall
jade Olmec statuette he found at an an-
tique shop in Paris in 1912. Here, the
figure assumes a double meaning, com-
menting on both Olmec culture and the
Blisses’ life history.

The main house, which dates to 1801, is
a museum in itself, exquisitely decorated
with floors of exotic Hawaiian wood and
furniture collected during the Blisses’
travels around the world. After buying
the property, they added a greenhouse, a
stable (which by the time they completed
it was a garage instead), an orchid house
(today a periodical room attached to the
new library), servants’ quarters, the mu-
seum wings, and, of course, the gardens.
But their main structural addition was
the music room.

In decorating this room, they spared
no expense. The appointments include 
a fireplace with a hulking sixteenth-
century limestone mantelpiece that
stretches to the 15-foot ceiling. Its previ-
ous home was the Château de Théobon,
in the Dordogne.
(The Blisses had
to have the foun-
dations of the
house reinforced
beneath the spot
where it would
sit.) They also
commissioned a

multicolored, ornate
ornamental ceiling as
well, copied from a
chateau in the Loire
Val ley.  A monthly,
public concert series
fulfills their wish to
have the room used
for chamber-music
performances.

On one December
evening, the concert is
by the vocal ensemble
Pomerium. (Fittingly,
its medieval Latin
name translates as
garden or orchard.) In
the minutes before
the concert begins,
people crane their
necks unabashedly to
stare at the ceiling, re-
cently restored to its
original state after
years of bad restora-
tions that had, sta≠
members ruefully re-
call, left cherubs look-
ing like Casper the
Friendly Ghost. Along
the sides of the room
are a work by El Greco;
an early Renaissance
painting depicting the
martyrdom of Saint
Peter, painted in the
fifteenth century by Jacobello del Fiore;
and a wooden sculpture of the Virgin
holding the Christ Child, carved as a
model for a life-size version by the
fifteenth-century German sculptor
Tilman Riemenschneider.

The ensemble sings in front of a Palla-
dian arch; tapestries from the fifteenth
century hang above the singers’ heads.
The scene is framed by the floor of red
Verona marble, the Italianate columns,
the gilded bronze wall sconces—de-
signed for candles but now electrified—

and the massive silvered-brass light
fixtures, said to be from the cathedral of
Segovia in Spain.

The program is songs of Christmas, but
not those that would be familiar to mod-
ern ears. The ensemble sings in Latin,
starting with a monophonic Gregorian
chant version of each song—haunting in
its sparsity—followed by its layered and
textured polyphonic elaboration, like a
stove with all its burners going at once,
di≠erent dishes bubbling and boiling.
Some listeners are undoubtedly consider-
ing this a commentary on stylistic change
between the Middle Ages and the Re-
naissance; others, just as certainly, are
simply appreciating the lush sounds. The
Blisses’ names may be unfamiliar to many
listeners, but this scene fulfills their
wishes just the same.

Elizabeth Gudrais ’01 is associate editor of this
magazine.

HOME OF THE HUMANITIES
(continued from page 56)

Curator and 
museum director
Gudrun Bühl

A pendant representing
the crocodile god, one of
the most widespread
deities among the pre-
Columbian peoples of
what are now Costa Rica
and Panama. Made of a
gold and copper alloy,
the pendant is believed
to be between 500 and
1,300 years old.




