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Martha Frick Symington Sanger 

 

June 9, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Commissioners, 

 

Perhaps you remember that I spoke at the Frick Collection LPC hearing on May 29, as a great-

granddaughter of Henry Clay Frick and as the Frick family historian, the author of three award-

winning books on Frick, his family, his houses, and gardens. At the May 29 hearing, I opposed 

the Frick Collection’s application and suggested modifications to the Frick plan. 

 

I write, first, to thank the LPC for not approving the Frick Collection’s proposed expansion at the 

May 29 hearing, and for requesting that the Frick Collection return with revisions. The speed 

with which the Frick Collection submitted their application, and then push for a vote within a 

few short weeks, on May 29, was offensive in its attempt to stifle a full understanding by the 

public. I am sure, after the humiliation of their 2015 defeat, the Frick wants to push through their 

new revised plan as fast as possible. That only serves the Frick Collection’s interests, however, 

not the public’s. I hope, therefore, that the LPC will continue to take its time considering the 

Frick Collection’s anticipated revised plan while also giving the public evaluation time and a 

voice at any forthcoming hearing. 

 

I am also writing the LPC because we have heard that the revised Frick Collection application 

will be considered by LPC on June 19, again fast-forwarded by a speedily-revised Frick 

Collection proposal. At this hearing, as I understand it, the LPC will vote on the Frick 

Collection’s revised plan, a vote to be taken, once again, within days of the Frick’s revised 

submission. This rapid turnaround will again leave no time for the public, preservationists, and 

the historic neighborhood, to evaluate the new plan. Worse, the anticipated June 19 hearing 

intends to preclude comments from the public to whom Henry Clay Frick gave his Collection in 

the first place.  

 

A June 19 hearing, with the public denied a voice, is yet another attempt at a public shut out. 

That is wrong, very, very wrong. Please slow this process down and give the public sufficient 

time, as well as its right, to evaluate the revised proposal and state its concerns in a public 

hearing. 

 

More important, in the May 29 hearing, a letter signed by the four Frick Collection family 

trustees (granddaughter Helen Chace, widow Pemmy Frick, grandson Peter Blanchard, and 

great-grandson Fife Symington IV), made a gross misstatement. The letter said that these family 

trustees knew the Collection was always slated to become a museum. How on earth the letter 

could state that fact, and be signed by the four Frick family trustees, is beyond me. It frankly 

defies all belief. Frick’s will states that his gift to the public be called “The Frick Collection.” 

The late Martha Frick Symington, a trustee, my mother, and Helen Chace’s mother, was driven 
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to distraction whenever someone referred to the Frick Collection as the Frick “Museum.” She 

always corrected them saying the Frick Collection is a “collection,” not a “museum.” Similar 

admonitions were asserted by Henry Clay Frick’s daughter, my great-aunt Helen Clay Frick, and 

my late uncles: Dr. Henry Clay Frick II (a trustee, former chairman of the board, and husband of 

Pemmy Frick), and Peter Blanchard (father of the current Frick namesake trustee), my Frick 

cousins, my sisters, and me. Even today Frick family members firmly make this correction. 

 

I mention this fact because, as a collection, a quiet intimacy is fostered. Less than forty items 

were acquired from Helen Clay Frick’s death in 1984 to 1999. In the last twenty years, however, 

the Frick Collection has embarked on a museum-like, decorative arts acquisition program: over 

1,000 items since 1999—for the most part clocks, watches, porcelains, and portrait medals 

owned by other collectors. Properly these vast decorative arts collections belong in a museum, as 

was true of the Met’s Wrightsman Collection and the Rockefeller porcelain collection. The Frick 

Collection’s huge number of recent acquisitions, coupled with large exhibitions it has mounted, 

has precipitated the request for expansion. Indeed, the exhibitions are what has caused 

attendance to jump over 300,00 and has forced Henry Clay Frick’s own paintings into storage. 

LPC must continue to be careful, if not patient, before it approves any Frick Collection 

expansion.  

 

There are viable alternatives that need to be considered before any vote is taken by the LPC on 

the Frick Collection’s revised expansion plan: 

 

1. The Frick Collection has stated that further excavation under the existing buildings and 

the Fifth Avenue garden is dangerous due to the buildings’ instability. Yet, the Frick 

Collection proposes to weight these buildings down with additions on top of existing 

landmarked buildings, glass passages across their landmarked facades, and bump outs on 

the sides to increase height and width, all accompanied by massive interior construction. 

Most of the Frick Collection’s objectives could be accomplished underground, with 

further prudent excavation beneath the buildings. The Frick Collection states that the 

instability of the soil precludes further excavation. Unfortunately, there have been many 

misstatements by the Frick Collection in its haste to get swift LPC approval. I caution 

against taking the Frick Collection’s word. If an independent professional says further 

excavation can be done, then no new construction needs to happen above ground. Before 

the LPC takes any vote on the Frick Collection’s revised expansion, an independent 

professional should be hired to advise on the stability of the buildings and present its 

findings on the viability of further excavation beneath the buildings and the Fifth Avenue 

garden.  

 

2. The Frick Collection currently has a vast basement with a commercial kitchen, a laundry, 

and many other rooms, including a vault and a subbasement with a defunct bowling alley. 

Electrical equipment rests beneath the Fifth Avenue Garden, so some of that space could 

also be utilized if, in fact, the Frick Collection really is going to modernize its equipment. 

And the bowling alley certainly can be repurposed, perhaps as further storage or offices 

for the Frick Art Reference Library. Before any vote is taken by the LPC on the Frick 

Collection’s revised proposal, plans for a repurposed basement and subbasement should 

be required. 
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3. Though the Frick Collection reports that the building next door is only 6,000 square feet, 

it could still be used for storage or offices. The building’s $14 million price tag is less 

than 10% of the anticipated cost of the Frick Collection’s current proposal. Before any 

vote is taken by the LPC on the revised Frick Collection proposal, purchase of this 6,000-

square-foot area should be incorporated into a revised plan and combined with plans for 

future excavation.  

 

4. Frick Collection family trustee, Peter Blanchard’s, testimony about preservation of the 

historic Russell Page garden proved that the Frick Collection does not intend to preserve 

the garden as designed by Page. Page’s all-important north wall with its illusionary 

elements would no longer exist. Four windows are still to be added in the north wall and 

the tree planter behind the wall would be replaced by something, but the Frick Collection 

doesn’t know what. Before the LPC votes, the public and the historic garden 

preservationists need to evaluate and comment on any revised Frick Collection plan that 

impacts the Page garden at a hearing. This procedure must be done to ensure that the 

Seventieth Street garden is restored and preserved as Russell Page designed it.  

 

5. And what of the historic John-Russell-Pope-designed Music Room? Will the public and 

preservationists be given time to study its historic significance and comment on its 

preservation, as should be done? If the Music Room is to be dismantled, alternatively the 

space could be used as a gift store with an adjoining corridor. That corridor could be 

lined with glass cases for the Frick Collection’s recent acquisition of 1,000 pieces of 

decorative arts. That passageway also could lead to the Frick Collection’s anticipated 

new education center, proposed to be behind the north wall of the Russell Page garden. 

But with further excavation the education center could go underground. Then its space 

could instead become a windowless exhibition gallery and the integrity of the Page 

garden would be preserved. I hope the LPC will take much time when considering this 

piece of the Frick Collection’s proposal and permit the public to speak to the LPC about 

this issue at a hearing. 

 

6. With further excavation, there would be no need for the proposed, new middle building 

on top of the Music Room with its three, ultra-modern glass links. If the LPC were to 

approve the new building and its links, such a decision would negatively affect the 

neighborhood, deface the landmarked John-Russell-Pope façade of the Frick Art 

Reference Library, and stifle both the Russell Page garden and the view from 70th Street. 

The public needs time to evaluate and comment upon a revised plan for the new building 

and glass links if, in fact, the Frick Collection has submitted changes to them. The LPC 

must not approve the new building and links without the benefit of expert excavation 

advice or without letting the public speak at a hearing.  

 

7. And that Café. It is not a thing of beauty. In fact, anything perched on top of the Frick 

Collection’s Seventieth Street roof would be unpalatable. Apart from the café introducing 

vermin to a fragile environment, it will look hideous from Seventieth Street. People will 

be seen walking around in it, passing across and through the glass links like ants, and also 

be seen in the proposed windows in the north wall of Page’s garden. Sun glare, nighttime 



 4 

light pollution, and mirrored reflections of the neighborhood in the glass are all 

unattractive elements of this design. The LPC certainly must oppose defacing the 

landmarked Frick Collection façade and the historic, landmarked neighborhood itself, 

for the sake of a café.  

 

8. And don’t be fooled about the exhibition rooms proposed for the second-floor family 

rooms. These rooms will not be as Elsie deWolfe decorated them, or furnished as the 

family lived in them. Rather they will be filled with exhibition cases containing the Frick 

Collection’s recent decorative arts acquisitions. Under consideration is moving the 

Boucher Room panels upstairs, back into Adelaide Frick’s former boudoir, currently the 

director’s office. Their loss to first floor visitors—the first poignant, intimate introduction 

to the Frick Collection—and the loss of other important paintings from Frick’s own 

collection to the second floor, would be a travesty. At first there will be big interest, if not 

excitement, in walking up the grand staircase and seeing the rooms. But no doubt, after 

the first blush, interest will soon fade. Many of the beloved Frick paintings that will be 

moved upstairs might just as well be in storage. 

 

I sincerely hope that for the LPC and the Frick Collection’s sake, as well as the public’s trust, 

and the historic preservationists’ concerns, the LPC will to take its time with the Frick 

Collection’s revised proposal, just as it has done in the past. I would like the LPC to fully 

evaluate this new plan and engage a professional to examine the feasibility of further excavation. 

I also hope that the LPC will also request plans for repurposing the current basement and 

subbasement. And I sincerely hope that the LPC will permit enough time for everyone’s careful 

study and permit expression of their conclusions at all hearings. The Frick Collection is unique. 

Housed as it is in a once-private home, the Collection provides a respite from the hectic 

experience of New York art museums, while also offering an intimate experience of masterpieces 

in a setting where they were lived with and enjoyed by the Frick family. The Frick Collection is, 

in fact, a sanctuary for the public, just as it was for Henry Clay Frick. Please keep it that way. 

 

Sincerely, 

Martha Frick Symington Sanger 

 

 


