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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
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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.
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