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Located at the intersection of Wall Street and Broadway in New York City is Trinity Church. Rich with historical and architectural significance, the church opened in 1846 and is a National Historic Landmark, as well as a New York City designated landmark.

In May of 2018, the church underwent a series of renovations with the goal of expanding its Broadway location, including the main nave, Chapel of All Saints, and churchyard where Alexander Hamilton is buried.

The “rejuvenation,” as the church referred to it, modernized the building while keeping historic elements of architect Richard Upjohn’s original neo-Gothic design intact in the nave – particularly the Astor Memorial Altar and Reredos. Rugo Stone of Lorton, VA, undertook the restoration of these major elements, which required careful attention to detail and extreme craftsmanship. 2_5

Rejuvenating a historic altar
“Our team was selected to dismantle and conserve the church’s Astor Memorial Altar based on our extensive experience in stone and mosaic conservation and restoration,” said Brett Rugo, owner of Rugo Stone. “We needed to meet New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission standards, while creating a new, ADA-compliant altar configuration for this thriving New York City Episcopal parish. This complex project involved carefully dismantling and restoring the historic Astor Memorial Altar’s internal structural supports and restoring and reproducing much of its decorative mosaic and stonework.” 3_Trinity Church - Jury Doc 2

The altar, composed of Statuario marble, incorporates mosaic panels that were created in the 1870s by acclaimed Italian mosaicist, Antonio Salviati, which are considered priceless, liturgical art pieces. “This altar is highly decorated with priceless Venetian glass mosaic, vast amounts of hand-carved Vermont Statuario marble from the late 1800s, and lots of depth to the wall assembly,” Rugo explained. “The altar was quite distressed when we received it, so it required some of the best craftsmen in the industry to restore and conserve the existing elements and create new matching elements to accommodate the ADA-accessible design. We have worked on more than 100 altars, and I believe this was the most challenging to dismantle, scan, catalog, and restore.” 4_9

The tabletop of the altar, known as the “mensa,” is a single piece of natural stone, which is traditionally almost always constructed of marble. Trinity’s mensa – measuring 10 feet, 10 inches long by 3 feet, 7 inches wide, and weighing more than 6,000 pounds – required special floor reinforcements to transport, given its stature. “The floor had to be structurally reinforced to absorb the load,” Rugo said. “Our workforce is very skilled at heavy rigging and our shop has overhead cranes, so handling the weight was not unusual for us.” 5_Altar mensa top rigging

Prior to dismantling and transporting the altar to Rugo’s carving studio, it was catalogued, and 3D scanned in place using the company’s proprietary process. “Cataloging historic, highly-detailed elements takes time and patience,” Rugo detailed. “We use a combination of pictures, hand sketches and field measuring at each step of the dismantle. The rest of our process falls under best practices, which we deem trade secrets.” 6_IMG_3440

To complete such detailed work, Rugo has an in-house team of professionals who have been working on projects like this for more than two decades. “Our senior construction staff all have over 25 years’ experience, so our master masons, project managers, drafters, and scanning technician all contributed to the work,” Rugo said.

A detailed fabrication process
Over the course of six months, Rugo’s artisans carefully cleaned and restored the damaged altar pieces, produced new columns and hand-carved capitals, and performed dutchmen patches and new gilding to match the original work from the late 1800s. 7_Trinity Church - Jury Doc 3

Of all repairs, Rugo deemed the altar dismantling process the most significant, especially when dealing with almost-200-year-old pieces of stone. “Each step is important, but I would say the dismantling is most critical,” Rugo explained. “The altar is very ornate and fragile. When originally installed, it was never intended to be dismantled, so the care and attention to remove panels without breakage or chipping is very slow, patient, and delicate work. We always strive to not break a piece, and in this regard, we succeeded.”

Handling the prized mosaics were also of utmost importance since they are essentially irreplaceable. “Being able to work on mosaics crafted in the mid-1800s by such an acclaimed Venetian mosaic artist is something I will never forget,” said Matteo Randi, one of the company’s mosaicists. “This project is the height of my career.” 8a_Trinity Church - Jury Doc Before 2, 8b_Trinity Church Wall Street  NYC (15)_after

Sourcing new stone to match the original design
Aside from the altar work, sourcing the white marble for the new column bases, capitals, and plinths presented some challenges, which Rugo quickly solved. “The original white marble is a type of Vermont marble no longer quarried in West Rutland, VT, so we had to source a milky white type of Carrara marble to closely match the Vermont marble,” Rugo said.

Bianco P Statuario marble from Italy was used in place of the original white marble, which is renowned for its clean, white coloration. Extracted from a remote, high-altitude quarry, the “milky” marble offers a soft look with lots of character.

While new white marble was used for the column bases and capitals, Rugo was able to obtain the original material for the new small colored columns. “The orange marble columns’ origin was Portugal, and we were able to source Rosa Lisboa marble from Lisbon as a matching material, which complemented the 1840s production,” he said.

To carve the new rear wall pilasters and bases on the larger-than-life Astor Reredos behind the Astor Altar, Rugo acquired Caen limestone from France. “This was particularly challenging, as the original Caen limestone was quarried in the 1860s,” Rugo said. “However, we successfully fabricated new stone bases and columns of Caen limestone to match the later 1800s and created three new glass mosaics to match the styling of the original work.”

Quarried in northwestern France near the city of Caen, Caen limestone is a light, creamy-yellow Jurassic limestone. The fine-grained oolitic limestone was formed in shallow water lagoons in the Bathonian Age about 167 million years ago. Since it is homogeneous, it’s the perfect vessel for carving.

Restoring and recreating the chancel and nave
In the nave, the original 1846 chancel line was restored, which provides more room in front of the Astor Memorial Altar and allows space for up to 175 more seats. The entire chancel was also reconfigured to increase accessibility for those with limited mobility – now spanning one floor instead of three. 9a_IMG_1883, 9b_IMG_1886

On the chancel floor, a completely new stone design was created, which is one of the most notable aspects of the remodel. It features a bold, checkerboard pattern using Olympian White Danby and Rosso Levanto marble pavers with 1/32-inch joints. 10_7

While the Olympian White Danby marble was quarried domestically, the Rosso Levanto marble was supplied from Italy.

More than 20 men from Rugo worked on the project over the course of two years. An eight-man construction crew was onsite to dismantle and transport the altar pieces, while more than a dozen skilled craftsmen worked on restoring various facets at the company’s shop in Virginia.
“Our team worked tirelessly to complete all the work for the dedication services scheduled on Christmas 2019,” Rugo said.

Since reopening in 2019, the church has received a lot of praise, including the 2020 Grande Pinnacle Award from the Natural Stone Institute for excellence in renovation and restoration. “The project turned out beautifully and our effort has been very well received,” Rugo said. “We wish the church another 170+ years.”
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Architect: Murphy Burnham & Buttrick Architects, New York, NY
Construction Manager: Sciame Construction, LLC, New York, NY
Stone Consultant/ Supplier/Fabricator/Installer: Rugo Stone, LLC, Lorton, VA (Olympian White Danby marble, Rosso Levanto marble, Bianco P Statuario marble, Caen limestone, Indiana limestone)
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Photo captions:
· 1_2: no caption, per BSM style
· 2_5: For the 2018 renovation of Trinity Church, the chancel and Astor Memorial Altar were major elements that Rugo Stone of Lorton, VA, helped restore.
· 3_Trinity Church - Jury Doc 2: The altar was completely dismantled and restored using Bianco P Statuario marble, while a new floor design was created for the chancel using Olympian White Danby and Rosso Levanto marble pavers.
· 4_9: The altar features priceless Venetian mosaics crafted in the 1870s by Italian mosaicist, Antonio Salviati; their preservation was of utmost importance during the entire project.
· 5_Altar mensa top rigging: The altar’s “mensa,” or tabletop, is traditionally made of one solid piece of marble, so dismantling and transporting the material required overheard cranes and special handling.
· 6_IMG_3440: “We always strive to not break a piece, and in this regard, we succeeded,” said Brett Rugo, owner of Rugo Stone.
· 7_Trinity Church - Jury Doc 3: Over the course of six months, Rugo’s artisans restored the altar, as well as other stone elements in the main nave, back to their original grandeur.
· PLACE SIDE BY SIDE:
· 8a_Trinity Church - Jury Doc Before 2: The company’s in-house team of mosaic artists restored and replaced the mosaic pieces incorporated into the Astor Memorial Altar.
· 8b_Trinity Church Wall Street  NYC (15)_after: The final products are almost indistinguishable from the original designs.
· SIDE BY SIDE, SHARED CAPTION:
· 9a_IMG_1883/9b_IMG_1886: The installation took several months, with the intricate floor pattern on the chancel completed first.
· 10_7: Olympian White Danby and Rosso Levanto marble pavers with 1/32-inch joints were used to create the chancel’s new floor design.
