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In 1932, three years after its foundimg; in 1929 by Lillie
P .Bliss,Abby Aldrich Rodkefeller,and Mary Quinn Suillivan,
The Museum of Modern Art moved from its rented gal-
leriesin the HeckscherBuilding on Fifth Avenue to 11 West
53rd Sireet, a limestone towmtiouse owned by John D.
Rockefeller, Jr. To house its ever expanding collection, the
Museum's first permanent building, designed in the
International Style by Philip L. Goodwim and Ediward Durell
Stone, went up on this site in 1939. The previous year, two
townfiouses to the immediate north, on West 54th Street,
had been demolished to provide the land for the Museum's
scullpture garden. Of these, the one at 4 West 54th Street—
a four-story brownstome witlh a tworstony carriage house
and a central garden—had belonged! to John D.
Rockefeller, Sr. At the time of its demolitiom, three of its
Victorian-style rooms were disassembled and donated to
The Museum of the City of New York while a Moarish
room was given to the Brooklyn Museum. The other, at
10 West 54th Street, had belonged to Abby and John D.
Rockefeller, Jr. Designed by William Welles Bosworth, the
nine-story building contained a gallery for modern art on
the sewventh floor and displays of earlier European paint-
ings, statuary, and Chinese porcelains througjioutt.
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Simgethe inauguration of the scuilpture garden, in 1939,
the foundations: of these dwellings have remained largely
undisturbed, despite the Museum's subsequent renova
tions and growtin. In 2000, in preparation far the Museum's
most extensive rebuilding project yet, the garden was tem-
porarily disassenibtetl and the land was excavated to a
depth of fifteem feet. In October of that year, artist Mark
Dion performed a seriesof archaeological digs, recovering
a pillar and fragments of the limestone foundatiom from
the nine-story towmhouse. A month later he scavenged
again in the garden, aswell as in the hollowed-outt brown-
stones adjoining the Museum to the west and in the newly
demolished Dorset Hotel. His findimgs included historical
artifacts such as cornices, moldings, shards of ceramic and
glass, sections of fireplace mantels, wallpaper pieces, and
bricks from distinct phasesof the Museum's expansion, as
well as more recent ephemera, including the remains of
Bruce Nauman's Audio-\lisuall Undergroumd/ Chamber
(1972-74)), which was installed in the garden as part of the
artist's 1995 retrospective. The digs confirmed that sub-
surface deposits not associated with the Rodkefslier fami-
ly's period of residencewere also extant. This was not sur-
prising, since the garden had served as the construction
site for a number of projects over the years, from
Buckminster Fuller's Dymaxion Deployment Unit (1942)
and Marcel Breuer'sDemonstration House (1949) to Rinkmit
Tiravanija's child-sized glass pavilion (1997) and Piotr
Uklanski's dance floor (2000).

Dion has conducted a number of archaeological proj-
ects over the last decade: he dredged a Venetian canal for
Raiding Neptune's Vault: A Moyage to the Bottom of the
Canalsand Lagoon of Venice(1997-38);; combed the banks
of the River Thames on the sides of both the old Tate
(Millbank) and the new (Banksite)for Tdte Thames Dig
(1999); and investigated his owm cultural backyard,
Massachusetts,far New England Digs (2001). In each case
his wark was divided into three phases:the actual dig; the
cleaning and cataloguing of the finds; and the display of
artifacts in treasure cabinets. Unlike bona fide archaeolog-
ical digs, Dion's excavations have no real scientific value.
Instead, his approach to gathering, ordering, and displaying

is designed to probe the underlying taxonomic systemsof
museumsand the narrativesthat their collections construct.
What is an important artifact? Who determines the context
in which it is displayed? How isit used to tell a story? These
are some of the questions raised by Dion's work.. Drawing
on 1970s aesthetics such as, on the one hand, Robert
Smithson's dialectical rapport between "sites™ and "mom-
sites," and on the other, Marcel Broodthaers's fictional
museum displays, Dion underscoresthe fact that the story
told by a collection is only a partial one. His questioning is
thus part of a processof opening art up to a broader field
of critical debate.

Rescue Archaeology: A Project for The Museum of
Moderm Artt is among Dion's most focused ventures, being
intricatelly linked to the founding and histony of the Museum.
Yet despite its documentary makeup, the project is infused
wittn an element of fantasy. A sermiesof six fireplace mantels,
for instance, salvaged from the brownstones adjacent to
the Museum and fully restored by the artist, are intended
to referto the livimg room of Abby and John D. Rodkefélier)r,,
renowned for its warmtin and intimacy. A custom-made
cabinet presemts objects cleaned and classified not by soi
entific criteria but by the artist's logic; visitors are invited to
peruse its contents and appreciate its odd organizational
paradigms. Finally,a functiomal laboratory and a group of
photograpiis recording Dion's behind-the-scenes archaeo-
logical "performance;,"’ as he calls it, revezl an interest in
experimentation and processthat balances his investment
in the finished product. It is fittingy that an artist who acts
as both performer and archaeologist should link the site of
production witth that of display, making the material
remains buried beneath the Museum's garden and in its
environs the subject of his study. Conceiving an installation
about the Museum's foundations: witlim its new building,
Dion ascettains a direct link between the house of mod-
ernism and the worldi around it.

Roxamna Marcoci
Assistant Curator
Department of Pthotography

Mark Dion. RescueArchaeology: A Project for The Museum of Moderm Art.
2000-2004. Coverand this page, left and top: Dion digging in the

Abby Aldrich RockeféllerSculptureGandlenat The Museum of Modern Art,
October2000. Photos:RoxanadVarcoci.Above: cleaningan artifact from

the dig in Dion'slaboratory in BeachLzke, Pa.,2004. Photo: Mark Dion.
Opposite:artifacts from the dig. Photos top: Mark Dion, bottom: Bob Braine.
Lastpage: artifacts from the dig. Photos:Bob Braine
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Interviewv witth David Rodkefeller, Chairman Emeritus of The Museumn of Modenm Art,

Aprill 8, 2004
By Mark Dion and Roxana Marcoci

Roxana Marcoci: In October 2000, when The Museum of
Modern Art had converted the Abby Aldrich Rockefdller
Saulpture Garden into a staging area for the construction
of its new building, we invited Mark to perform a sefiesof
archaeological excavations.

David Rodkefeller: | see. You were actually here at the
time the garden was dismantled.

Mark Dion: The processof archaeology | employed in this
excavation was not precise or measured, but rather was a
kind of rescuearchaeology. The site was already disrupted,
the context of stratificatiom lost. | wouldi like to ask you a
few questions about your experience of the childhood
house, which is a somewhat similar approach to the histo-
ry of this place. We cannot asseniilea detailed reconstruc-
tion of the spacefrom the artifacts found,, nor can we from
memory, but | am trying to get a semse of the structure
from fragments of material culture aswell asfragments of
experience.

RM: Could you share some of your memories of what it
was like growing up in the townhouse at 10 West 54th
Stresf?

DR: The house had nine floars. On the rooftop there was
a protective wire. The floor was tiled. One could ride a tri-
cydle around. As a child | would! be sent out to get air and
exerciseon the roof. Grandfather's house was next door at
4 West and between them there was an open space that
had a concrete floar laid witl curved edges so it could be
flooded witm water. At one point we used it asa skaiting rink.

MD: Do you hawve any particular recollection of colors
when you think of the house?

DR: It was limestone color.

MD: What about the interiors? | almost would! like to thimk
irmpressionistisallyin terms of the old house. What was it
like growing; up there? | have just so few things to go on
and | am very curious about imagining the layout of the
house and the use of space.

DR: Maybe it wouldi be helpful if 1 gave you a sense of
what happened on different floors. The entrance hall had
a staircasewitin rather low marble steps. On the westerly
side was Mother's sitting room, wiere she had the famous
Chinese figure that is now at Kykuit [the Rodkefellerestate
in the Hudson Valley]. Across the foyer was Father'sstudy.
On the second floor there were sixteenth-century Pollonaise
rugs made in Iran—beautiful Rersianrugs fromm royal fami-
lies in Poland, which are now in the Metropolitam Museum
of Art. Also on the second floor there was a large drawing
room, a very formail room used for special functions, where
my sister was married. Father had all around the room a
number of K'ang Hsi porcelains that stood on big stands
and also quite good eighteenth-century Fremch fumiture>
and Isfahan rugs.

MD: You wouldi certainly not have wanted to take your tri-
cycle in that room.

DR: No, that would not have been encouraged. But that
room was used rather infrequently. Next to it was the
music room witln the pipe organ. The organ had three lev-
els of keys. Mr. Archard Gibson was the organist. He was
kind to young people and | used to enjoy sitting on the

bench beside him, watchimg; him play. | enjoyed watching
his feet. This room had some marvelous ltalian paintings—
works by Duccio (of which very few are left in the world),
Botticelli, and Piero della Framcesea.The collection also
included a fulHengtth portrait of Lady Dysartby Sir Thomas
Lawrence. The dining room was at the: opposite end. It too
was a formall room and had Chinese porcelains all around.
On the thirdi floor at the northern end were the library, my
parents' bedroom, and their dressing rooms, witih a bath-
room in-between. The rooms of my brothers Nelson and
John and my sister Abby were on the fourth floar. Those of
my two other brothers Laurance and Winthirop: were on
the fiftth floor. My room too was on the fiftth floar looking
south over the city.

RM: What was in your room?

DR: | had a number of watercolors by Arthur Davies.
Matier put them in my room as a child and | always liked
them and so when | got married she gave them to me and
I still have them. The modern art gallery was on the seventh
floor at the southern end. Donald Deskey designed the
fumiture:.

MD: It must have been such an amazing spaceto negoti-
ate as a child.

DR: That's true. It was a wonderfull way for us to leamn
about art.

RM: If there was an object you would have liked to see
uncoveredduring the diggings that Mark made, what would
it have been?

DR: Any pieceswaould! probably be toa small—I don't think
it likely that there would! have been objects, becauseall the
valuable soullpturesor furnishings would have been remowved.
Maybe some fireplaces survived.

MD: We recovered a number of fireplaces from the adja-
cent brownstones. We certainly found! a lot of limestone
and some marble. We have some very distinctive green tile
that we recovered, a little bit of floorimg;. Very little wood!
fragments survived, a bit of molding.

DR: This is not surprising. Certainly the ground floor as |
recalllit was largely marble. If you went straight acrossfrom
54th Street in the direction of 53rd Street there was a door
that led into the housekeeper'soffice. The secretaries ate
there. When | was young and the family had guests | would!
eat wittn the housekeepersin the dining room. The house-
hold was on the sixth floor. At some point there was a
squash court on one of the top floors. Also, every Saturday
we would go over the weekly accounts witth Father in his



study. He asked us to keep a record of everything we
receivetiand spent. If there was a discrepancybetween the
twao, we would note that as "umaccounted for."

MD: Maybe that's what I'll find when | start sifting through
the material, an unaccounted nickel or dime. If your records
are excellent we could still go back and balanoe the books.
RM: You have grown up amidst warks of art from differ-
ent periods and geographical areas. In addition, you are a
passionate collector of beetles. What does collecting mean
to you?

DR: | guess it gave me an interest in a great number of
things, from warks of art ta biological warks of nature.
MD: Do you have a favorite family of beetles?

DR: Pmibably the longhorms, they are the most colorful.
MD: Yes,the harlequin beetles.

RM: When did you start collecting them?

DR: | started collecting them when | was ten, and that
would have been in 1925.

RM: The Museum of Modern Art was cofounded by your
mother in 1929. In 1948 you tock her seaton the Museum's
Board of Trustees.What was your mother's role in shaping
your understanding of modern art?

DR: She played a very important role because she loved
beauty in general, whetier it was in nature or manmade.
My own interest in both certainly began witin her.

RM: The concept of museums has changed in the last
severty-five years. As Chairman Emeritus and Life Trustee
of MoMA,, how do you see the new museum, and what
role do you think it should play in the twenty/firstt century?
DR: The Museum's original basic concept—that of show-
ing the best works of art being done by contemporary
artists all over the world—still constitutes its objective taday.
It is a very broad objective.

MD: We have on one side the Museum's responsihility of
showing and presenving modern waorks and on the other
that of promotimg; contemparary warks. The modern peri-
od is no longer contemporary. The distance between Monet

and the contemporary generation is now significamt. In other
words, the Museum now has two roles.

DR: That's true, and obviously it becomes more difficult
because so much has been done in terms of acquisitions.
The Museum owns so much that even witi the doubling
of spacewe will probably not be able to show more than
10 percent of its collection at any one time. The collection
needsto be in constant rotation.

MD: That was certainlythe founding spirit of the Museum—
pushing ideas, bringing about and supporting challenging
art, making it available to the public.

DR: And that continues to be its major interest, along witim
maintaining the collection of masterworks of the modern
movement.

biograptiyy
Mark Dion was born in New Bediford, Massachusetts,and
lives in Beach Lake, Pennsylvania.

selected exhibitionss

Mark Dion's work has been featured in a wide range of

solo and group exhibitions around the world. His recemt
shows include the Sao Paulo Biemal (2004); Universal
Collection, at the Historisches Museum, Frankfurt (2004);

The Ichthyosaunus, the Magpie, and Other Marvels of the

Natural World, at the Musee Gassendiand the Reserve
Geologique de Haute Provence, Digne, and the Centra

Sperimentale per le Arti Contemporanee, Caraglio (2003);

Full House, at the The Aldrich Museum of Contemporary

Art, Ridgefield, Conn., where it woni the Ninth Annual Larmy
Aldrich Foundation Award (2003); Mark Dion: Encyclomania,
at the Villa Merkel, Esslingen,the Kunstwerein Hannover,
and the Bonner Kunstverein, Bonn (2002); Microcosmo-

graphia, at the University of Tokyo Museum (2002); Urban

Wildlife Obsenvation Unit (a project of the PublicArt Fundl),
Madison Square Park, New York (2002); New England Digs,
at the Fuller Museum of Art, Brockion, Mass,, the David
Wynton Bell Art Galllery, Brown University, Providence,Rll,,
and the University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth (2001);

Ecologies, The David and Alfred Smart Museum of Art,

University of Chicago (2000); the Carnegie International

99/00, Camnegiie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh, Pa.(1999); Tate
Thames Dig, Tate Gallery of Modern Art, London (1999);

and the Nordic Pavilion,47th Venice Biemnale(1997).
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