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Abstract

The Smithsonian Institution has submitted a concept design for a new museum building to house the
National Museum of African American History and Culture on the grounds of the Washington
Monument between Constitution Avenue and Madison Drive, NW and 14™ and 15" Streets, NW.
The 315,000 SF museum will contain state-of-the-art galleries, offices for program and
administrative staff, and an education center.

Commission Action Requested by Applicant

Comments on concept design pursuant to Public Law 108-184 and 40 U.S.C. § 8722(b)(1) and
(d).

Executive Director’s Recommendation
The Commission:

Comments favorably on the concept design for the National Museum of African American
History and Culture (NMAAHC), at the corner of 15% Street and Constitution Avenue, Northwest
Washington, DC as shown on NCPC Map File No 1.42( 38.00).43001

Commends the Smithsonian for its extensive coordination that has resulted in reductions in the
program, modifications to the circulation around the galleries, and site improvements that have
resulted in a lower profile building and reduced visual and physical impacts of the building on
the site.
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Recommends that in the continued development of the site and building designs, the applicant
consider the following:

Property Lines and Service Access

The District of Columbia Department of Transportation and the District of Columbia Office of
Planning have raised questions about both the property line and planned service access along 14™
Street, NW. The museum site presents service access challenges because all sides front onto
important streets. The Smithsonian should clarify any outstanding property line questions as the
project design proceeds, and further study placement of the service access along 14™ Street to
demonstrate the need to place the access at this location as well as any potential impacts of
placing it here.

Future Massing Development

The scheme as rendered does not show a design for the skylight elements. These may be required
in further design iterations for the lower level gallery spaces. The building yard on the north side
of the site between Constitution Avenue and the building face should continue to read as
landscape rather than building. The addition of any skylights and further development of the
bridges on the north side should be studied carefully to assure that this area will continue to read
as landscape rather than building. Additionally, further study of the porch element on the south
side of the building should demonstrate in more detail how this element will affect lot coverage
overall and views along the Mall at the south side of the museum site.

Perimeter Security

Although the Smithsonian has begun to study integrating perimeter security elements into the
museum building’s landscape, much work remains to be done to assure that the potential
physical and visual impacts of security elements on the museum site and on adjacent and nearby
areas are minimized as the design proceeds.

Further Night Lighting Study

Further visual depiction of the building’s nighttime appearance and site lighting should be
submitted to indicate the intent and character of the project’s lighting (both internal and external)
pertaining to its potential affects on the surrounding visual environment. The Smithsonian should
examine both the nearby Constitution Avenue and 15th Street area as well as significant
viewpoints from the Washington Monument, the National Mall, and other key points referenced
in the Consulting Parties Design Principles.

Landscape

The 2003 NCPC approved Olin plan shows an allée of trees along 15™ Street, consisting of one
species of shade tree on the western side of the sidewalk and a different species on the eastern
side. Final species selection for the western side should be done in consultation with NPS. The
Olin plan also shows the northern boundary of the parcel consisting of an informal, “natural”
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style of tree canopy reminiscent of a transitional forest zone. When submitting the next design
iteration details to NCPC, all shrub and perennial planting areas should be clearly delineated and
show specific plant species under consideration.

Encourages that in the continued development of the site and building designs, the applicant
continue to study and analyze the geotechnical conditions at the project site and the surrounding
Washington Monument grounds, to assure that the impacts of excavation and dewatering on site
do not impact the Washington Monument foundation.

PROJECT SITE

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Site

The submitted concept design site is located on the Mall at
the end of a row of museums along Constitution Avenue
NW and Madison Drive, NW between 14" and 15" Streets,
NW; on the Washington Monument Grounds, the specific
site involves the northeastern corner portion of the
Washington Monument grounds at Constitution Ave. and
15" Street NW. The site area is approximately 5.0 acres of
property that currently serves as open space adjacent to the
National Mall. The National Park Service transferred
administrative jurisdiction of the property to the
Smithsonian Institution, effective June 1, 2007, but will
continue to operate the site as parkland until construction of the National Museum of African
American History and Culture commences.

Background

Public Law 108-184 (December 2003) created the National Museum of African American
History and Culture (NMAAHC), authorizing the Smithsonian Institution Regents to designate a
museum site. After a site selection process that included recommendations from the Chair of the
National Capital Planning Commission and the Commission of Fine Arts, and began with twelve
(12) potential building sites, the Smithsonian’s Board of Regents selected the Washington
Monument site. Congress authorized the National Park Service to transfer land to the
Smithsonian for the purpose of establishing a new National Museum of African American
History and Culture Tier | EIS states that based on “The Time Has Come: Report to the President
and Congress” in 2003, the project is needed to: “provide a national meeting place for all
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Americans to learn about the history and culture of African Americans; establish an Institution
that can respond to the interests and needs of diverse racial constituencies; and build a national
venue that can serve as an educational healing space to further racial reconciliation”.

The museum will be dedicated to the collection, preservation, research, and exhibition of African
American historical and cultural materials reflecting the breadth and depth of the experience of
individuals of African descent living in the United States.

Proposal

The Smithsonian started at the beginning of this year with three viable concepts, the Plinth, Plaza
and Pavilion and over the next few months adjusted them in various ways in terms of the Corona
location on the site, approach and landscape development. In April, we saw what was called the
Blended scheme which took elements from the 3 basic concepts to create a southerly location for
the Corona and a forecourt that included a lifted corner on 15th Street, NW in order to get light
into the lower level and enhance the diagonal view of the Monument. In May, we were shown a
further refinement of this concept by realigning the Corona with East/West axis of American
History and providing two lower profile lifted corners, called butterflies by some, and a mid
block entrance to the site. This was temporarily called the “favored alternative” as it met many
of the objectives of the museum and also seemed to respond to a number of comments.
However, from the agency comments, and consistent with many of the Section 106 consulting
party group comments, the over-riding concern with this centered alternative was the scale and
mass of the Corona, the blocked views that occurred between the Monument and the Federal
Triangle and the continued problems with trying to achieve an integrated landscape and fluidity
across the site. NCPC Staff mediated a process between agencies that led to the State Historic
Preservation Office writing a letter on June 7th and three additional letters that were written by
the review agencies on June 22nd outlining their continued concerns with the impacts of the
evolving design.

It was clear that the only way to address the concerns of all the parties was to reduce the size and
massing of the Corona and to study repositioning or turning the corona to open up views of the
Monument and the Federal Triangle and to try and find some scale relief along Constitution
Avenue. In addition, it was stressed that the Plaza Scheme should be restudied to analyze the
benefits derived from using smaller scale elements, a smaller Corona, and/ or more breathing
space along Constitution Avenue. Additionally, it was important to evaluate how a more
southerly setback of the Corona might contribute to positive qualities of views and vista in the
evolving scheme.

There have been some reductions in the program, modifications to the circulation around the
galleries, and site improvements that have resulted in a more efficient building and a lower
profile, all helping the Smithsonian to reduce the size and visual impact of the Corona.
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The submitted concept design is located on the Mall at the end of a row of museums along
Constitution Avenue and Madison Drive, NW between 14™ and 15" Streets, NW; on the
Washington Monument Grounds. The main museum entry fronts onto Madison Drive and the
National Mall with a secondary entrance on Constitution Avenue. The building is made up of
two distinct design elements, the “Corona” which serves as the building icon and gallery spaces,
and the “Porch” which serves as the entry portico at the main museum entrance.

In addition to the Smithsonian’s favored alternative The Refined Pavilion the Smithsonian
submitted, three design alternatives that were developed to address environmental mitigation
under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). Each of these design alternatives were
created to address specific environmental impacts revealed during the Tier | EIS. The favored
alternative is a blend of elements from each of the NEPA alternatives.

Plinth Alternative Plaza Alternative Pavilion Alternative Refined Pavilion
The three alternatives are:

1. Plinth Alternative- This alternative most closely resembles the winning NMAAHC
design competition entry. The Corona element extended over a north / south oriented
base that serves as entry “Porch” and Balcony plinth above. This alternative seeks to
respond to the alignment of neighboring museum buildings. The plinth also serves
conceptually as a “Porch”, one of three irreducible elements of the museum’s design.
Alternative Advantages:

1. Distinct building elements that are derived from the classical form and language
of the adjacent buildings

2. Clear entries on Constitution Avenue and Madison Drive

3. Strong design relationship to the winning competition entry.

Alternative Disadvantages:

1. Design extends beyond the Constitution Avenue setback defined in the Design
Principles developed by the Section 106 Consulting Parties

2. Site lines through the site do not offer views to the Washington Monument
grounds from Constitution Avenue or connections to the Mall across the site

3. The North / South orientation of the design does not take into consideration the
museums relationship to the Washington Monument

2. Plaza Alternative- This alternative divides the museum into two buildings, and as the
name says, incorporates a plaza between the two elements. The concept places a low
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building along Constitution Avenue that would house the education and administrative
functions of the museum. The gallery portions of the building would be across the plaza
fronting on Madison Drive.

Alternative Advantages:

1. Separating the building elements develops great view opportunities across the site
to and from the Washington Monument

2. The plaza offers a new type of open space that could enhance both the museum
and Washington Monument visitor experience.

3. The education building on Constitution Avenue could create after-hours visitor
facilities that are desired in the new NPS Mall Plan.

4. The education building could offer a visual connection to the new National
Aquarium entry at the south end of the Commerce Building and strengthen the
overall urban design by pulling visitors north into the downtown area of the city
as desired in the Framework Plan

Alternative Disadvantages:

1. Both building elements extend beyond the setbacks defined in the Design
Principles developed by the Section 106 Consulting Parties

2. The overall building massing is not complementary to the existing row of
buildings along Constitution Avenue.

3. The hardscaped plaza does not create harmonious synergy with the green space of
the Washington Monument Grounds

4. The configuration is not suitable to the efficient function of the museum

3. Pavilion Alternative- This alternative leverages the iconic form of the Corona by placing
the singular building element in a field. This scheme was created to address issues related
to setback, height and site massing. As “an object in a field” the alternative also addresses
issues related to connections to the National Mall and Washington Monument grounds.
By simplifying the museum massing to just the Corona element, pedestrian pathways and
plantings strengthen Mall and Monument connections through the landscape design.

Alternative Advantages:

1. The concept massing at the centerline of the row of existing museums is
consistent with the site position advocated by NCPC staff prior to the start of the
EIS process

2. The idea of asimple building element in a field makes a neoclassical design
reference that may be appropriate in this context

3. The spaces around the museum creates the potential for good landscape
connections to the Mall, and relationships to the Monument Grounds

4. A birds eye view of the museum’s relationship with the adjacent context is
visually pleasing
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Alternative Disadvantages:

1.

The concept does not take into account the “hinge” or transitional nature of the
site between the formal Mall and the picturesque Monument Grounds as
recommended in the Design Principles

Site lines through the site do not offer views to the Washington Monument
Grounds from Constitution Avenue.

The Corona elements relationship to the ground appears unresolved

4. The Refined Pavilion- This scheme is a resultant of EIS and 106 Process and is a blend of
the previous options with an overall order derived from the Pavilion scheme. In this
scheme the Corona element is at-grade and slightly shifted south towards Madison Drive.
The landform is mounded on the north side of the site, giving the landscape a similar
appearance to the Washington Monument grounds and the ability to add clerestories or
skylights.

Alternative Advantages:

1.

2.

3.

4.

The shifting of the Corona south creates a framed view of the Washington
Monument across the site from Constitution Avenue.

The idea of a simple building element in a field remains, but the addition of the
bridges and mound elements resolves the missing base

The spaces around the museum makes the potential for good landscape
connections to the Mall, and relationships to the Monument Grounds

The scheme meets the height, bulk, mass, view and setback standards called for in
the Design Principles

Alternative Disadvantages:

1.

2.

Slightly less landscaping opportunities on the Madison Drive (Mall) side of the
site

Shifting the Corona element takes it a bit off the center line of the existing
museums.

The Smithsonian’s favored design is the “Refined Pavilion Alternative”. The museum structure
in the Refined Pavilion Alternative is at 116 feet in height above grade, and will contain museum
galleries, theater, café, offices for program and administrative use and an education center. The
basement level will serve as mechanical space. The below grade concourse level of the building
will serve as service entry, themed gallery areas, collections, and other support. The concourse
level will also hold a memorial dedicated to increasing public understanding about the African
American experience. The ground floor level will include the Central Hall, shops, cafeteria, and
visitor services. The tower will contain the main museum gallery spaces on two levels and office
and resource spaces on the upper two levels. The museum will provide visitors of all ages with a
unique learning experience in an engaging environment of exhibits, electronic media and
displays, and public programming.
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The building comprising a little more than 300,000 gross square feet of space, would be clad in a
porous material, with a bronze-like appearance. The building contains spaces that are roofed with
a finish treatment that is similar in appearance to the wall finish in order to enhance views from
the top of the Washington Monument. An arrival plaza fronting on Madison Drive serves as an
outdoor foyer to the Museum and the main entry into the building. The northern entrance off
Constitution Avenue is led into along a bridge and garden path and provides access at the
building’s main hall level. The museum’s service access and employee entrance is off 14™ Street.
Although 14™ Street is a gateway street into the city, it is the least impactful from an urban
design point of view.
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View of the Butterfly Alternative (top) Refined Pavilion Alternative (lower) from 14™ Street and
Constitution Avenue, NW
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In each of the design alternatives the landscape is designed to complement or integrate with the
surrounding historic context. The designers have used the 2003 National Park Service (NPS)
NCPC approved concept plan, as a starting point for their site design. Plant groupings that are
designed to define spaces and shaded areas within the museum’s site have been abstracted from
the NPS plan. The designers are also working to integrate the network of existing pathways of
the Mall and monument grounds into the landscape design.

Development Program

Applicant: The Smithsonian Institution

Timeline: fiscal years 2010-2015.

Cost: public-private partnership $500 million for the museum.
Architect: FAB(S) Freelon, Adjaye, Bond / SmithGroup

PROJECT ANALYSIS

Executive Summary

The Staff recommends that the concept site and building plans be favorably commented upon by
the Commission, with recommendations. Staff finds that the building massing elements that
have been developed express the buildings function and creates a unique appearance. The use of
the Corona form will express the identity of the new structure while presenting a unique
expression of classical form. The landscape design also develops a strong relationship with the
Washington Monument grounds and the National Mall.

The primary architectural idea for the museum was derived from the classical tripartite column
with its base shaft and capital. In Yoruban art and architecture, the column or post was usually
crafted with a capital resembling a crown. This crown or Corona form is the central idea which
has driven the concept of the museum. The proposed building and its location maintain the
symmetry of the row of museums along Constitution Avenue by aligning the south building face
with the National Museum of American History (NMAH) and the apex of the landscape berm
with the north face of NMAH. The exterior envelope of the building, at the pedestrian level is
designed to respond to the vistas and views and to minimize the museum’s impact on the public
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space and the surrounding environs by having a smaller footprint at the pedestrian level and
extending the building outward as it rises.

The use of the site between 14" and 15™ Streets, NW along Constitution Avenue, NW creates a
landscape design that mediates between the formal landscape of the National Mall and
picturesque landscape of the Washington Monument grounds and beyond. The goal of the
landscape designer was to find a balance between the need to create a site that responds to the
Museum’s needs and a site that feels like it is a part of the Washington Monument grounds. The
landscape for the refined Pavilion Alternative addresses both of these requirements. This is most
clearly seen in the circulation system for the site, and as such, the circulation system forms the
basic armature for the design.

Two broad sweeping paths transverse the site- one is the primary circulation path in and out of
the Museum, the other is an extension of the broader circulation system of the Monument
Grounds. A space for the Museum is created where these two paths intersect, embracing and
holding the building on the site. At the same time, the crossings paths intersect define outdoor
spaces that are at once part of the Museum and part of the Monument Grounds. The overall site
geometry creates a cohesive sense of movement into and around the site to clearly relate to the
Monument Grounds.

The building’s form is a classical gesture of placing “temple” on “mounds” and can be seen in
the National Museum of American History and the National Museum of Natural History in their
formal composition. The origination of the building elements are an abstraction of this classical
convention. The topography of the site will allow for security features that are integrated with the
project landform, rather than free standing in the public space and site perimeter. Additional
aesthetically pleasing security features, such as benches, may be included in the preliminary
design. A threat assessment for the project is currently underway.
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Perimeter Security Concept

CONFORMANCE

Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital

The project is in conformance with the Comprehensive Plan in particular the Visitors Element.
Visitors Element

Visitors often come to the National Capital Region to enjoy the many national symbols and
memorials and to educate them about American culture. They come to commemorate important
public events, to petition their elected government officials, to conduct business and to do
research. The nation’s capital averages almost 20 million domestic and international visitors each
year and consistently rates as one of the nation’s most popular tourist destinations. Visitors to
the region are particularly interested in the major federal visitor attractions located along the
National Mall that tell the story of American history, hold invaluable artifacts and display the
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artistic, technological, and scientific achievements of our society. In 2002 the Smithsonian
Institution recorded 24 million visits which included visitors who live in the area and from
outside the region.

The federal government recognizes the importance of the monumental core and the National
Mall as the center of national government and a symbol of national pride whose historic open
space and urban design qualities should be protected for future generations.

The NMAAHC seeks to recognize this important site by creating an efficient building helping

the Smithsonian to reduce the size and visual impact of the new museum and adding a new
symbol of national pride to the Mall.

Monumental Core Framework Plan

The Monumental Core Framework Plan was developed to create destinations in proximity to the
National Mall to protect it from overuse, while increasing the accessibility and sustainability of
the surrounding area. The overarching theme to achieving these goals is the creation of
destinations that are in proximity to the mall however, would offer distinct amenities and
experiences. The creation of these destinations would also alleviate much of the pressure on the
National Mall experienced from the demand associated with tourism and from District residents.
The Federal Triangle, which provides an opportunity to link downtown to the National Mall, is
one of the primary destinations in the Framework Plan. This would be done through the creation
of mixed-use destinations that would add to the public realm along Pennsylvania Avenue.

Federal Capital Improvements Plan (FCIP)

The applicant’s submitted project is identified in the Commission’s FCIP report, fiscal years
2010-2015. Funding is organized as a public-private partnership. The U.S. Congress
appropriated $245 million for the museum.

National Capital Urban Design and Security Plan Objectives and Policies

Security

Policy for the Design and Review of Physical Perimeter Security Improvements (adopted by the
Commission on January 9, 2003) Agencies requiring physical perimeter security improvements
should design such improvements in accordance with guidance included in The National Capital
Urban Design and Security Plan, as adopted by the Commission on October 3, 2002.

1. Incorporate building hardening into new and existing construction to meet blast
resistance requirements when it is important to maintain a building line that provides
accessible ground floor uses and ... viable street-level activity.

2. When building new construction and when making improvements to existing buildings,
integrate security threat counter measures, such as building hardening and blast-resistant
glazing, into the physical design of the structure and the site to minimize the impact of
perimeter building security on the public realm.
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3. Incorporate security needs into the design of buildings, streetscapes, and landscapes using
urban design principles in a manner that:
a. Enhances and beautifies the public realm, resulting in coherent and welcoming
streetscapes.
b. Does not excessively restrict or impede operational use of sidewalks or
pedestrian, handicap, and vehicular mobility.
c. Does not impact the health of existing mature trees.

The Smithsonian’s design team will integrate perimeter security elements throughout the site that
meet the standards of the Urban Design Security Plan.

National Environmental Policy Act Tier Il (NEPA)

NCPC’s Environmental and Historic Preservation Policies and Procedures do not require a
NEPA document at the concept design stage. In preparation for the preliminary design approval,
NCPC and the Smithsonian Institution are preparing an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)
in compliance with NCPC Policies and Procedures, NEPA, and the Council on Environmental
Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA. The EIS that is being prepared describes and
documents the affected environment, provides an estimation of potential impacts, and
recommends mitigation measures related to the establishment of the proposed museum. The EIS
also evaluates a No Action Alternative, as required by CEQ. The EIS addresses short-term
construction-related impacts, long-term operational impacts, and cumulative impacts that would
result from the Smithsonian Institution’s action, or other projects that have been recently
completed, are currently under development, or are proposed within the project area. NCPC staff
expects that the draft EIS will be available late summer, 2010. The public review and comment
period will be 45 days with all comments to be provided to NCPC and the Smithsonian.

National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA)

The Smithsonian Institution is conducting the Section 106 consultation for this undertaking. The
Section 106 review is analyzing the effect of the proposed museum on historic properties in the
Area of Potential Effect, particularly on the visual effects of the building—day and night—on
monuments and parks. A gateway to the monumental core, the site is visible from the
Washington Monument and White House. The building will be seen in the context of the
historic Plan of Washington (L’Enfant and McMillan Plans); the Washington Monument and
National Mall; the row of Beaux Arts-style institutional buildings facing Constitution Avenue;
and adjacent Smithsonian Museums and the 14™ Street gateway.

The Smithsonian has held monthly consultation meetings since January 2007 during which the
proposed building massing and concepts were reviewed through the use of visual simulations
and computer modeling of various alternatives, diagrams, plans elevations sections, physical
modeling, photography, montage and animation. The measured brightness of nearby memorials
and buildings were compared to the predicted brightness of the proposed building through
physical modeling and photography. At the meetings, the height, bulk, mass and setback of the
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proposed building were also compared with the buildings facing Constitution Avenue, views
from the Washington Monument and the National Mall.

Consulting Parties Section 106 public participants include the D.C. State Historic Preservation
Office, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, NCPC, the National Park Service, the
D.C. Office of Planning, the Commission of Fine Arts, and the National Coalition to Save our
Mall, the D.C. Preservation League, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation.

The Memorials and Museums Master Plan

The Memorials and Museums Master Plan ensures that future generations will have preeminent
sites for memorials and museums in the national capital. The plan shows how to meet demand
for museums and commemorative works while protecting the National Mall and preserving other
existing museum and memorial settings. The plan

1. Ildentifies the 100 most suitable sites for future memorials and museums

2. Describes and evaluates site conditions

3. Establishes a commemorative zone policy for siting memorials and museums

4. Inventories existing memorials and museums

5. Forecasts demand for new museums and memorials
NCPC developed the plan in consultation with the two other review bodies that approve the
location and design of commemorative works on federal land—the U.S. Commission of Fine
Arts and the National Capital Memorial Advisory Commission. The project does not conform to
the Memorials and Museums Master Plan.

CONSULTATION

Coordinating Committee

The Coordinating Committee reviewed the proposal at its August 10, 2010 meeting and
forwarded it to the Commission with the statement that the proposal has been coordinated with
all participating agencies. The participating agencies were NCPC; the National Park Service; the
General Services Administration; the District of Columbia Office of Planning; The District
Department of Transportation; the Department of Housing and Community Development; and
the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority. Property line questions need resolution;
the museum site presents service access challenges along 14" Street, the District of Columbia
Office of Planning did not coordinate.

Commission of Fine Arts

The Commission of Fine Arts will review the Smithsonian NMAAHC concept design at its
meeting on September 16, 2010.
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