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Sitting on wooden pallets in an East Hartford warehouse is 1,000 pounds of Hartford's architectural history.

This history comes in the shape of four stone gargoyles, each about 4 feet tall and weighing 250 pounds. They were perched atop the second floor of the Harvey & Lewis building downtown before it was razed in the mid-1980s.

Since then, Stuart Lewis, former owner of the optical business, has searched with little luck to find a home for the four statues, which he considers valuable pieces of Hartford's architectural past.

"I've always hoped the people of Hartford would be able to enjoy them again," said Lewis, whose business relocated to 45 Asylum St. after the Harvey & Lewis building was torn down. Lewis, 66, has retired, but relatives still operate the family business.

In medieval churches, stone gargoyles served as decorative drain spouts, and the uglier, more grotesque ones were meant to ward off evil spirits, said Joe Marszalek, owner of Quality Art & Statuary in Middletown, who said smaller gargoyles are a popular sell for gardens.

The most famous gargoyles are on the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, the setting for Victor Hugo's novel "The Hunchback of Notre Dame," Marszalek said. He imagines the gargoyles from the Lewis building are valuable.

The gargoyles were placed on the Hartford building when Lewis' grandfather, Robert Harris Lewis, had it built for a company home in 1927.

The four stone ornaments illustrate the optician's art: one depicts a person holding a pair of binoculars, one holds a pair of repaired glasses, another a pair of broken glasses and a fourth a box camera.

The building at Main and State streets was demolished by developer Richard Gordon, who replaced it with the Statehouse Square in 1984.

At the time, members of the Hartford Architecture Conservancy opposed the demolition, saying the art deco building represented the American modernist movement, a style found exclusively at the turn of the last century, said former conservancy member Jared Edwards, co- owner of Smith Edwards Architects in Hartford.

The group tried unsuccessfully to have the building placed on the National Register of Historic Places and to save the building's three- sided facade, Edwards said. As for the gargoyles, they belong somewhere safe where they won't be vandalized and where people can view them daily, he said.

Because they are cast and not carved in stone, the statues have less appeal as museum objects, but could fit nicely with the new parking area at the Hartford Public Library, he said.

"They're handsome and have a Hartford history to them," he said.

Through the years, a few people, including a past director of the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, have expressed interest in the gargoyles. So far, nothing has worked out.

The statues are not "great art" that would be popular with visitors to the Louvre in Paris, but they are a valuable and integral part of the city's history, said Wilson H. Faude, director of Hartford's Old State House.

Faude said he has a perfect place for the statues: They would fit nicely among the city's historic artifacts at his museum. Faude recently proposed a $25 million underground expansion so he can exhibit more pieces of state history.

"All these fragments have great stories to tell. They're wonderful icons," he said. "They should be in downtown Hartford."

That would be fine with Lewis.

With Hartford exploring several major development projects, including Adriaen's Landing, Lewis is hoping one of the developers is looking for a piece of the city's past.

"I'm waiting for Hartford to make up its mind on what it wants to do," said Lewis, who retired last year. "Why shouldn't the people of Hartford enjoy something like this, rather than have them hidden in someone's backyard garden?"
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