The Sydney and Walda Besthoff Sculpture Garden


The New Orleans Museum of Art’s Sydney and Walda Besthoff Sculpture Garden opened to the public on November 23, 2003. Located adjacent to the Museum (NOMA) in historic City Park, the five acre garden is one of the premier sculpture gardens in America.  The garden opened with fifty sculptures by major twentieth-century European, American, Israeli and Japanese artists and now boasts over 60 works.  Henry Moore, Jacques Lipchitz, Barbara Hepworth, George Rickey, Louise Bourgeois, and George Segal are among the world-class artists whose work is included in the collection of modern and contemporary art, provided mainly by a generous donation from the Sydney and Walda Besthoff Foundation.

For nearly three decades Sydney and Walda Besthoff have been collecting modern and contemporary sculpture. Their interest in collecting began in 1975 with the purchase of an office building in downtown New Orleans to serve as headquarters for K&B Incorporated, the family-owned retail drug store chain. Located on historic St. Charles Avenue at Lee Circle, the building was designed in 1960-62 by the architectural firm of Skidmore Owings and Merrill for John Hancock Insurance. For the large plaza surrounding the building, the architects commissioned an eighteen foot high granite sculptural fountain by Isamu Noguchi. The piece, entitled The Mississippi, evokes its placement near the river while the soaring fluted column recalls the sculpture of Robert E. Lee, towering in nearby Lee Circle. Prompted by the acquisition, the Besthoffs began looking for other sculptures. The first piece of contemporary sculpture purchased to accompany Noguchi’s The Mississippi at the K & B Plaza was a kinetic sculpture by the American artist George Rickey. The son of an engineer and the grandson of a clockmaker, Rickey was fascinated with knowing how things work. Rickey became intrigued by Alexander Calder’s mobiles and by the combination of order and randomness implied by kinetic sculpture. Four Open Rectangles Excentric, Square Section was the first piece of modern sculpture purchased by Mr. Besthoff. Located at K & B Plaza, it is an excellent example of Rickey’s space-probing pieces in which ordered geometric shapes are set in random motion by the whims of the wind. A second piece by George Rickey, Four Lines Oblique, demonstrates the artist’s interest in mechanics and is presented in the Sydney and Walda Besthoff Sculpture Garden. 

After the establishment of the Sydney and Walda Besthoff Foundation in 1978, the growth of the collection of twentieth century and contemporary sculpture began to accelerate, both with large-scale works displayed on the K&B Plaza and smaller sculptures on view throughout the eight-story corporate headquarters. From the beginning, the Foundation’s collection has been open for public viewing. In 1992 discussions began between the Besthoffs, the New Orleans Museum of Art and the City Park Improvement Association which led to the creation of a Sculpture Garden to permanently display the Besthoff Foundation collection in an expansive natural setting. The Besthoff Foundation donated the majority of the sculptures and the largest gift of construction funds. City Park provided the five-acre setting adjacent to the Museum at an annual cost of $1 with a 99 year lease. NOMA made the commitment to raise the necessary funds to construct the Garden and maintain it in perpetuity, as well as including sculptures from the permanent collection of the Museum. 

The garden was designed by the design team of Lee Ledbetter Architects of New Orleans and Sawyer/Berson Architecture and Landscape Architecture of New York. There is a gated main entrance flanked by two pavilions located next to NOMA at Dueling Oaks Drive. Secondary entrances face City Park’s Timkin Center (formerly the Casino) and the Pavilion of the Two Sister’s at the New Orleans Botanical Garden. Special care has been made to preserve the beauty of the natural environment in every stage of the Garden’s design. The root patterns of the live oaks have been preserved in the design of the walkways. A re-configured lagoon bisects the site and creates two distinct halves: a mature pine and magnolia grove adjacent to the Museum and a more open area of two-hundred year old, Spanish moss laden live oaks across the lagoon near the New Orleans Botanical Gardens. The lagoon has been reshaped to provide two basins, each of which contains one sculpture. There is also a small cascading Garden Pool which encourages visitors to interact with the environment as they carefully make their way over the stepping stones. The pine grove and the oak grove provide lush settings for the sculptures, creating viewing areas, or “galleries,” within the garden. Visitors who stroll through the garden will find themselves in awe of the beautiful setting and the incredible collection of modern sculpture. 

Groundbreaking of the site occurred on June 29, 2001.  Construction took approximately two and half years.  The Lagoon was drained and slightly shaped then the towering sculptures by Snelson and Arman were installed.  Arborists remained onsite during construction to monitor the health of existing oak, pine, and magnolia trees.  Some damaged trees were removed, but others were added resulting in a net gain of trees. Landscaping was completed with bushes and shrubs.  Foundations were poured for many of the sculptures that required this support before the initial group of sculptures could be installed. The garden opened to the public in November 2003 with enthusiasm from local visitors and national press.

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck eastern Louisiana

A tour of the Sydney and Walda Besthoff Sculpture Garden at the New Orleans Museum of Art treats visitors to a wide variety of works that celebrate the many styles of modern and contemporary art. The accessible, casual setting enables residents and tourists, adults and children, art enthusiasts and new audiences to experience this world-class collection of modern and contemporary sculpture in a naturally inviting landscape. Since the 2003 opening, thousands of students of all ages have enjoyed the Sculpture Garden with their classes, reveling in the ability to touch and see art in an environment outside the Museum walls. 

