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PROJECT SUMMARY 

The Smithsonian Institution (SI) has submitted preliminary site development plans for the 
Hirshhorn Museum Sculpture Garden’s revitalization. The Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden is located 
at 700 Independence Avenue, SE, Washington, DC, on the National Mall, and is part of the 
Hirshhorn Museum complex. The Commission provided comments on the concept design at its 
June 6, 2019 meeting, and supported the Smithsonian’s intention to revitalize the Hirshhorn 
Sculpture Garden to improve the visitor experience and public engagement, and accommodate the 
museum’s mission and contemporary programming needs.  

According to SI, the project presents an opportunity to rehabilitate and revitalize the Hirshhorn 
Sculpture Garden and address the following goals of the Hirshhorn Museum: 
 

• Show the Museum’s historically significant bronze sculpture collection to 
strongest effect. The creation of outdoor galleries will respond to curatorial needs 
by increasing the number of sculptures on view by 50 percent through rotating 
sculptural exhibitions. Smaller roomlike moments within the Garden will create 
intimate experiences between viewers and individual works of art.  

• Create flexible space for artists working to push the media of sculpture and 
performance forward into the twenty-first century. An open lawn and expanded 
central reflecting pool will host a variety of year-round uses to support the 
Hirshhorn’s expanded programming.  

• Enhance visitor experience and public engagement. New ramps from the north 
and south will provide universal accessibility, while increased shade and seating 
within the Garden and along its edges will create welcoming spaces for visitors 
throughout the year.  
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• Replace failing infrastructure, meet current code requirements, and design for 
resilience and sustainability. Infrastructure to address storm water management, 
flood mitigation, improved security, and new lighting and audiovisual systems will 
equip the sculpture garden with needed improvements to support Museum 
programming and become a resilient landscape.  
 

• Reinforce the connections between the National Mall, Sculpture Garden, and 
Museum. Re-establishing key elements of Gordon Bunshaft’s design, including a 
widened north entry and reopening the underground passage as an immersive art 
experience, will strengthen the relationship between the Hirshhorn campus and the 
National Mall. New features such as ground-level east and west overlooks from the 
Mall into the Garden will deepen that visual connection.  

• Revitalize and build upon the historic framework of the Sculpture Garden. The 
original perimeter walls, south entrance, and underground passage will be restored; 
an enlarged central reflecting pool will remain the Garden’s focal point; and the 
design will incorporate enhanced seating and shade to incorporate central elements 
of Gordon Bunshaft’s original design and Lester Collins’ later modifications.  

KEY INFORMATION 

• Designed by Gordon Bunshaft of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, the Hirshhorn campus is 
located on Independence Avenue SW, framed by 7th Street to the east, the Mary Livingston 
Ripley Garden to the west, and across Jefferson Drive, the sculpture garden opens to the 
National Mall along its northern edge. The museum and sculpture garden are organized 
around the 8th Street north-south axis, aligning with the National Gallery of Art’s Sculpture 
Garden and the National Archives across the National Mall to the north. When the 
Hirshhorn opened in 1974, it featured an underground passage below Jefferson Drive, 
creating an important pedestrian link between the sunken sculpture garden and the Museum 
Plaza.  
 

• Soon after opening, the sculpture garden proved inhospitable due to the expanse of gravel 
and lack of shade in the hot, humid DC summers. Additionally, visitor access to the sunken 
Sculpture Garden was entirely dependent on stairs, making it inaccessible to visitors with 
strollers or wheelchairs, and persons with limited mobility.  
 

• Modifications to the sculpture garden were completed in 1981 by landscape architect 
Lester Collins, to improve accessibility and visitor comfort through the introduction of 
ramped walkways, shade trees, and ground cover plantings. The visitor pathways, now 
paved in brick, were defined by planting beds or lawn.  
 

• The museum has selected renowned artist and architect Hiroshi Sugimoto to realize the 
project’s curatorial and programming goals. 
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• The Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden together have been determined eligible for 
the National Register of Historic Places, while already considered contributing elements to 
the National Mall’s listing. The original Determination of Eligibility and draft National 
Register nomination for the Museum and Sculpture Garden identifies the following 
features of Gordon Bunshaft’s design as character-defining: sunken plan, concrete 
perimeter and inner partition walls, north and south stairs, reflecting pool, and setting for 
the display of sculpture.  

• Since the Commission’s concept review, garden elements introduced by Lester Collins in 
1981, have been re-evaluated as part of the Section 106 Consultation process and are now 
considering contributing to the significance of the sculpture garden. Those elements 
include the hardscape paving, garden “rooms”, lateral north ramps for accessibility, and 
the east ramp at the intermediate level. 
 

• The Smithsonian Institution’s South Mall Campus Master Plan was approved by the 
Commission on June 7, 2018. It included recommendations to improve and revitalize both 
the Hirshhorn Museum and the Sculpture Garden. 
 

• To fulfill the Section 106 requirements for the South Mall Master Plan, both the 
Smithsonian Institution and NCPC signed a Programmatic Agreement (PA) in 2018. 
 

• The Smithsonian has engaged with the National Capital Planning Commission (NCPC), 
the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts (CFA), the National Park Service (NPS), the District of 
Columbia State Historic Preservation Office (DC SHPO), and the Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation (ACHP) as required by the South Mall Master Plan Programmatic 
Agreement. 
 

• The Smithsonian Institution has initiated the Section 106 process for this project, and 
created a project web site. Five Section 106 Consultation Meetings have been hosted by 
the Smithsonian and the Hirshhorn Museum to date. 
 

• The Commission provided comments on the concept design at its June 6, 2019 meeting, 
and supported the Smithsonian’s intention to revitalize the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden to 
improve the visitor experience and public engagement, and accommodate the museum’s 
mission and contemporary programming needs. The Commission recommended that the 
applicant explore a pool alternative that retains the historic character-defining dimensions 
of Bunshaft’s pool design and recommended the applicant continue to explore ways in 
which the new stone walls can be compatible with the historic perimeter materials, but 
differentiated, through material, color tone, or stacking pattern.  
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RECOMMENDATION 
 
The Commission: 
 
Approves the preliminary site development plans for the Hirshhorn Museum Sculpture Garden 
Revitalization, with the exception of the proposed changes to the inner partition wall and the 
reflecting pool. 

Supports the Smithsonian’s intention to revitalize the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden to improve the 
visitor experience and public engagement, as well as accommodate the museum’s mission and 
contemporary programming needs. 

Finds that components of the revitalization can reinforce and improve the visual and physical 
connections between the National Mall, Sculpture Garden, and Museum. 

Finds the revitalization must balance visitor experience, changing programming needs, and 
historic preservation considerations. 

Notes the preliminary design for the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden incorporates a design and artistic 
vision based on Zen garden principles. 

Finds the sculpture garden design has changed substantially over time in response to improving 
visitor access, environmental comfort, and programmatic needs; however certain components of 
Bunshaft’s original design including the reflecting pool, perimeter walls, and inner partition wall 
have remained unchanged. 

Visitor Access and Experience 

Supports improvements that enhance accessibility to and through the sculpture garden for visitors 
of all abilities. 

Notes the museum site and sculpture garden were originally connected by a tunnel beneath 
Jefferson Drive. The tunnel was closed in 1993. 

Supports re-opening the tunnel connection between the museum and the garden to improve 
connectivity between the two areas. 

Supports the applicant’s preferred approach to expand the stair opening to the top of the 
monumental Plaza entrance stairs, without bisecting the stairs, which allows for the desired 
daylight into the stair entrance and tunnel. 

Requests the applicant work with the National Park Service regarding design options for Jefferson 
Drive that improve the pedestrian crossing. 
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Finds the inclusion of trees and plantings throughout the garden enhance shade which is important 
to visitor comfort. 

Programming 

Notes the museum and garden have a need to accommodate interactive art, larger sculpture, and 
other contemporary installations, in addition to the bronze sculpture collection displayed today. 

Supports the museum’s goal to revitalize the sculpture garden to accommodate new, flexible, and 
varied opportunities for museum programming. 

Historic Preservation 
 
Notes that staff analyzed the preliminary design for the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden revitalization 
project using the Comprehensive Plan policies and the Secretary of the Interior Standards, namely 
to preserve, rehabilitate, and protect historic landscapes and open spaces, both natural and 
designed, which are integral components of federal properties. 
 
Notes that in following the guidance of the Comprehensive Plan and the Standards, as well as 
discussions during the Section 106 consultation process, staff has emphasized the preservation of 
contributing and character-defining elements of the current garden, while acknowledging that the 
Museum’s programming needs may justify certain alterations if there are no other alternatives.  

Notes the Hirshhorn Museum Building and Sculpture Garden have been determined eligible for 
listing on the National Register of Historic Places and the complex was designed by noted architect 
Gordon Bunshaft. 

Notes the original Bunshaft elements have been determined to contribute to the eligibility of the 
garden. These elements include the sunken plan, concrete perimeter walls and inner partition wall, 
reflecting pool, south and north stairs, and the setting for display of rotating sculpture.  

Notes that the Lester Collin design elements, introduced to the garden in 1981, have been re-
evaluated as part of the Section 106 consultation process and have been determined to contribute 
to the significance of the sculpture garden. Those elements include the hardscape paving, garden 
“rooms”, lateral north ramps for accessibility, and the east ramp at the intermediate level. 
  
Finds the sunken garden space is a fundamental feature of the original Bunshaft design and the 
proposed revitalization will not alter the relationship of the garden’s elevation to the National Mall. 
 

Reflecting Pool 

Supports the applicant’s desire to improve the area around the reflecting pool, including the 
addition of another pool, to accommodate new performance programs.  

Finds the reflecting pool is a fundamental feature of the original Bunshaft design. The pool 
proportions were intended to relate to the north window and balcony of the Hirshhorn Museum. 
The reflecting pool was retained by Collins in his 1981 alterations. 
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Finds that in response to the Commission’s comments at the concept review, the applicant is 
proposing a design for the pool element that adds to the reflecting pool’s original dimensions, with 
an expanded apron of water on three sides. 

Finds the design for the proposed treatment of the Bunshaft reflecting pool, with the expanded 
apron of water on three sides, does not visually retain the distinct dimensions of the original 
reflecting pool and that the program need for the expansion is unclear. 

Recommends the applicant provide a comprehensive rationale for the programming needs that 
require the expanded aprons around the Bunshaft reflecting pool and study other design 
alternatives prior to any Commission consideration. 

Walls 

Notes that all the existing concrete walls within the Sculpture Garden suffer from alkali silica 
reactions (concrete disease) and require replacement. 

Notes that staff has evaluated the Sculpture Garden’s walls in three groups: the perimeter wall, 
inner partition wall, and the auxiliary walls. Each wall group has a different purpose and 
relationship to the garden. 

Perimeter Walls 

Notes the existing perimeter walls are contributing elements to Bunshaft’s garden design and the 
concrete aggregate material directly relates the sculpture garden to the museum building. 

Supports the effort to replace the failing original perimeter aggregate walls of Bunshaft’s design 
with in-kind materials, consisting of Swenson Pink aggregate, to maintain these character-defining 
elements. 

Supports the reconfiguration of the north and south overlooks and the introduction of new 
overlooks to the east and west, to improve the connectivity of the garden with the National Mall. 
 
Inner Partition Wall 

Notes the inner partition wall is a contributing element to Bunshaft’s garden design and was 
retained by Collins in his 1981 alteration.  

Notes that the current location of the inner partition wall appears to meet the applicant’s 
programming needs as it will be replaced in the same location. 

Notes the applicant proposes to change the inner partition wall’s material composition from the 
original concrete aggregate to stacked stone, with some Swenson Pink granite stones incorporated, 
noting the change is part of an artistic vision for the overall garden. 

Finds the inner partition wall is a central focus of the overall garden and backdrop to the reflecting 
pool and the concrete aggregate material directly relates the sculpture garden to the museum 
building. 
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Finds that the applicant has not demonstrated a strong programmatic rationale for altering this 
character-defining feature. 

Recommends the applicant provide a comprehensive rationale of the programming need for the 
change in material prior to any Commission consideration. 
 
Auxiliary Walls 

Notes that the existing non-contributing auxiliary walls within the garden will be removed to allow 
for the construction of universal accessibility ramps on the north and south end of the garden and 
for other programming needs. 

Supports the introduction of walls in new locations to assist in providing universal accessibility 
into the garden and to enhance the Museum’s programming needs while serving as backdrops for 
the sculpture collection.  

Notes the design proposes the introduction of new stacked stone walls within the garden that will 
act as new backdrops for displayed art, while defining space. 

Notes that the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation require that new additions 
to historic resources be contemporary in design expression but compatible with the historic 
contributing, character-defining elements.  

Notes that in keeping with the Standards, new auxiliary walls in the garden should be easily 
differentiated from the Bunshaft aggregate perimeter walls so as not to create a false sense of 
history or confusion. The new walls should always be lower in height than the historic concrete 
perimeter walls to provide a sense of hierarchy.  

Recommends the applicant continue to explore ways in which the new stacked stone walls can be 
made more compatible with the historic aggregate perimeter walls and inner partition wall, through 
material, texture, color tone, or stacking pattern.  

Security 
 
Notes a guard booth will be located from the north side of the garden, adjacent to the National 
Mall, to the south side, near the western apron, adjacent to the new accessibility ramps. 
 
Notes the applicant is continuing to explore options for the design of the guard booth, with input 
from the consulting parties. 
 
Notes that security gates will be located at all pedestrian access to the garden, to allow for securing 
the garden when not open to the public. 
 
Stormwater Management 
 
Finds that the garden currently suffers from a lack of updated stormwater management practices, 
and the garden experiences flooding during significant rain events. 
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Notes the applicant intends to meet local stormwater management requirements and flooding 
issues, and therefore has been coordinating with the District Department of Energy and 
Environment.  
 
Coordination 
 
Requests the applicant continue to coordinate with the National Park Service to address any issues 
related to potential impacts to the National Mall or Jefferson Drive. 
 
Requests the applicant continue to consult as necessary with the federal agencies and the Section 
106 consulting parties, to continue to explore ways to minimize impacts to historic resources, and 
to determine appropriate mitigation to resolve adverse effects, to be included in a Memorandum 
of Agreement. 
 

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions 
 

June 7, 2018 – approval of South Mall Campus Master Plan.  
June 6, 2019 – approval of comments on concept plan for 
Sculpture Garden Revitalization 
 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

Final approval of site development plans. 

 

PROJECT ANALYSIS 
 
Executive Summary 

The Smithsonian Institution has submitted the preliminary site development plans for the 
revitalization of the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden at the Hirshhorn Museum. Staff analyzed this 
project using guidance in the Comprehensive Plan, particularly those related to visitor experience 
and historic preservation. Staff also considered those policies related to parks and open space, 
given the garden’s location on the National Mall. Staff also utilized the NCPC Adapting Designed 
Landscapes Assessment Form to assist in analyzing the proposed design and inform the 
recommendations to the Commission. 

The Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden is in a prominent location on the National Mall and changes 
should ensure a high-quality space that supports the mission of the museum and engages the 
surrounding context. As identified by the applicant, two of the goals of the project design for the 
sculpture garden are to reinforce the connections between the National Mall, sculpture garden, and 
Museum; and to enhance visitor experience and public engagement. Staff believes these goals are 
consistent with the policies set forth in the Comprehensive Plan, and recommends the Commission 
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supports the Smithsonian’s intention to revitalize the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden to 
improve the visitor experience and public engagement, and accommodate the museum’s 
mission and contemporary programming needs. Further, staff recommends the Commission 
find that components of the revitalization can reinforce and improve the visual and physical 
connections between the National Mall, Sculpture Garden, and Museum, and further, the 
revitalization must balance visitor experience, program needs, and historic preservation 
considerations. 

The Commission reviewed and approved the Smithsonian’s South Mall Campus Plan in June 2018. 
The Master Plan includes recommendations to restore the Hirshhorn Museum building and to 
improve connectivity between museums across the campus. The plan also includes other 
improvements to the Hirshhorn including restoration and re-establishment of the below-grade 
tunnel that links the museum building and the sculpture garden. The Commission supported the 
reestablishment of the existing below-grade connection between the museum and sculpture garden 
to help improve access between the two areas. 
 
Finally, the master plan proposed more substantial alterations to the sculpture garden as well as 
new below-grade gallery space. These more significant additions are not contemplated as part of 
the current revitalization plan. The Commission requested that future project submissions for the 
sculpture garden should describe the proposed program needs, the existing and proposed 
functionality of the space, and how the project might affect the garden’s original design intent.  
 
The Commission provided comments on the applicant’s concept plans for the revitalization of the 
Sculpture Garden on June 6, 2019, and commented favorably on many aspects of the project, 
requesting additional considerations for the historic reflecting pool design, additional information 
on the proposed new stacked stone walls within the garden, and recommending that the 1981 Lester 
Collins’ aspects of the garden be evaluated to see if they contribute to the overall historic 
significance of the garden’s historic character. 
 
Since the 2019 review, the applicant has continued to work with the federal agencies and the 
Section 106 consulting parties on the design. Staff supports a majority of the project’s components 
which will enhance the visitor experience and help the Hirshhorn meet its mission to share modern 
and contemporary art. While many of the components of the project will require additional 
refinements before the final review, the applicant has responded to the Commission’s comments 
from 2019, and therefore, staff recommends the Commission approves the preliminary site 
development plans for the Hirshhorn Museum Sculpture Garden Revitalization, with the 
exception of the proposed changes to the inner partition wall and the reflecting pool. The two 
primary outstanding issues, as are described later in this report, include the material treatment of 
certain garden walls, and the expansion of the original Bunshaft pool.  
 
Analysis 

The Sculpture Garden is one component of the Hirshhorn complex, which is located on 
Independence Avenue SW, and framed by 7th Street to the east, the Mary Livingston Ripley 
Garden to the west. Located across Jefferson Drive, the garden opens to the National Mall along 
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its northern edge. The museum and sculpture garden are organized around the 8th Street north-
south axis, aligning with the National Gallery of Art’s Sculpture Garden and the National Archives 
across the National Mall to the north. When the Hirshhorn opened in 1974, it featured an 
underground passage below Jefferson Drive, creating an important pedestrian link between the 
sunken sculpture garden and the museum Plaza.  

Designed by Gordon Bunshaft of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, Bunshaft’s design for the 
sculpture garden was shaped by concrete retaining walls at the east, south, and west, with a planted 
berm opening to the National Mall at the north. Within these bounds, sculpture was displayed 
through a series of gravel-paved, austere terraces, and framed by a few internal concrete walls and 
hedges. It was accessed by a single set of broad stairs from the north, and a pair of lateral stairs 
from the south, with a second series of wide stairs leading to a central reflecting pool.  The 
Bunshaft elements have been determined to contribute to the eligibility of the garden, including 
the sunken plan, concrete perimeter and inner partition walls, reflecting pool, south and north 
stairs, and the setting for display of rotating sculpture, and that later alterations are not character 
defining features. Therefore, staff recommends the Commission find the sunken garden space 
is a fundamental feature of the original Bunshaft design and the proposed revitalization will 
not alter the relationship of the garden’s elevation to the National Mall. 

As a significant part of the revitalization of the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden, the museum selected 
renowned artist and architect Hiroshi Sugimoto to realize three curatorial and programming goals: 
create flexible space for artists working to push the media of sculpture and performance forward 
into the twenty-first century; show the museum’s historically significant bronze sculpture 
collection to strongest effect; and revitalize and build upon the historic framework of the sculpture 
garden. Mr. Sugimoto’s artistic vision for the garden revitalization incorporates Japanese Zen 
garden principles, with the key new garden interventions, such as the pool, new stacked stone 
walls, and the altered partition wall, reflecting these principles. A such, the preliminary design for 
the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden incorporates a design and artistic vision based on Zen garden 
principles. Given the project goals and background, staff’s analysis focuses on visitor access and 
experience, programming, and historic preservation considerations and the project’s consistency 
with relevant policies included in the Comprehensive Plan. 

Visitor Access and Experience 

The original garden was not accessible as it predated Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
requirements. Later design changes by Lester Collins in the early 1980s incorporated ramps along 
the north side of the site and within the garden to allow for an accessible route down to the 
sculpture. Today, there is no accessible entrance or exit from Jefferson Drive, and the ramps at the 
north can only be reached via the gravel walk along the National Mall. As such, visitors from the 
south must travel completely around the site to gain access to the garden. The design proposes 
ramps accessible from both the north and south providing universal access for all visitors. The 
southern ramp is located across from the accessible entry on the Museum plaza to help strengthen 
the campus connection. These changes will help shorten the travel distance for visitors. Thus, staff 
recommends the Commission support improvements that enhance accessibility to and 
through the sculpture garden for visitors of all abilities. The proposed design also introduces 
overlooks on both the east and west sides into the garden which will also be accessible.  
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As stated previously, the preliminary plan includes goals for the revitalized sculpture garden, 
including the desire to reinforce the connections between the National Mall, sculpture garden, and 
museum. When the Hirshhorn opened in 1974, it featured an underground passage below Jefferson 
Drive, creating an important pedestrian link between the sunken sculpture garden and the museum 
plaza. The tunnel connecting the Plaza and the garden was closed in the 1993 due to safety 
concerns. Currently, a large-scale artwork sits over the Plaza tunnel entrance. The tunnel was later 
enclosed for use as the Museum’s Artlab educational space. The original granite stairs are still 
present at the back of the ArtLab. 
The tunnel’s closure has impeded the original flow of visitors ever since, requiring visitors to exit 
the sculpture garden and cross Jefferson Drive to access the Hirshhorn Museum. Sugimoto’s 
concept for the underground passage transforms the tunnel into an immersive art experience. The 
Underground Passage is lined by two symmetrical stainless-steel curved art panels that reflect 
light, views, and imagery of the Sculpture Garden. Sugimoto states, “The Garden greenery is 
experienced like the mirror image of an Impressionist painting by Seurat or Monet, but curved.” 
The stainless-steel curves into a funnel shape that recalls Sugimoto’s iconic Infinity sculptures. Its 
northern end widens dramatically to increase the sense of openness to the Sculpture Garden and 
bring in daylight. This requires limited removal of historic fabric. 
As proposed, the majority of the tunnel will remain intact. The Plaza opening will be uncovered and 
enlarged by extending the opening above the stairs to increase natural light and ventilation into the 
passage. The design restores the historic stair connecting with the Museum Plaza, with balustrade 
designs based on historic details, modified to meet today’s code requirements. The north end will be 
widened to increase daylight into the space. The extant stairs will be restored, and salvaged stair 
treads will be used to reopen this pedestrian link to the museum plaza. The size of the original 
plaza stair opening was just under 36 feet in length and surrounded by a concrete balustrade.  
The plan proposes to introduce more light into the stair as they descend into the tunnel. This was 
one of the challenges with the original stair design, as it was dark and uninviting. This design 
would not impact the historic monumental Plaza stairs rising from Jefferson Drive. The tunnel’s 
original granite stairs would be restored, and the balustrade will resemble the original design but 
would meet current building codes.  

Overall, staff finds the design approach is successful, and therefore recommends the Commission 
support the applicant’s preferred approach for the stair opening to the tunnel under 
Jefferson Drive, to expand the stair opening to the top of the monumental Plaza entrance 
stairs, without bisecting the stairs, which allows for the desired daylight into the stair 
entrance and tunnel. 

Programming 
 

One of the goals of the project is accommodate new and flexible space for the presentation of 
contemporary sculpture and performance art. While the mission of the museum remains the same, 
the types of art and potential for exhibitions continue to change, and the sculpture garden should 
accommodate those changes.  In particular, staff notes the museum and garden has a need to 
accommodate interactive art, larger sculpture, and other contemporary installation, in addition to 
the bronze sculpture collection displayed today, and finds the sculpture garden should be 
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revitalized to accommodate new, flexible, and varied opportunities for museum programming. The 
preliminary project design responds to the Museum’s vision by creating distinct garden spaces and 
galleries: 

The East Gallery, a series of interconnected open “galleries” for the Hirshhorn’s collection of 
modern bronze sculptures, maximizing both visual impact and a feeling of intimacy between 
viewer and work of art. These galleries will also allow for rotating sculptural exhibitions that 
increase the number of sculptures on display by 50 percent, exploring new narratives within an 
established history of art.  

The West Gallery, an open, flexible lawn space will showcase temporary exhibitions, interactive 
installations, public programming, and monumental sculpture by contemporary artists. Visitors 
will engage directly with performers, sound, movement, and materials, at a scale previously 
unfeasible.  

Central Gallery of Reflecting Pool and Performance Area, a shallow water feature in the central 
garden that will serve as a focal point for visitor engagement and reflection. Sugimoto’s scheme 
integrates a performance stage, a stacked stone backdrop, and shaded amphitheater seating to form 
an inviting venue for the performative arts, including music, dance, and participatory art of the 
twenty-first century.  

Entrances and Overlooks, a new and enhanced “front door” on the National Mall, providing 
space for pause and reflection, with clear vistas encompassing the full breadth of the Garden. 
Destination artworks positioned around the perimeter will draw visitors in, encouraging flow 
between the garden and Museum. New shaded seating will provide opportunities for rest and 
contemplation.  

Historic Preservation 
 
The Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden have been determined individually eligible for the 
National Register of Historic Places, while already considered contributing elements to the 
National Mall’s listing. The Determination of Eligibility and draft National Register nomination 
identifies the following features as character-defining: sunken plan, concrete perimeter and inner 
partition walls, north and south stairs, reflecting pool, and setting for the display of sculpture from 
Bunshaft’s design.  
Soon after opening, the Sculpture Garden proved inhospitable due to the expanse of gravel and 
lack of shade in the hot, humid DC summers. Additionally, visitor access to the sunken Sculpture 
Garden was entirely dependent on stairs, making it inaccessible to visitors with strollers or 
wheelchairs, and persons with limited mobility. Modifications to the garden, which were 
completed in 1981 by landscape architect Lester Collins, improved accessibility and visitor 
comfort through the introduction of ramped walkways, shade trees, and ground cover plantings. 
The visitor pathways, now paved in brick, were defined by planting beds or lawn. Staff notes the 
Lester Collin design elements, introduced to the garden in 1981, have been re-evaluated as part of 
the Section 106 consultation process and have been determined to contribute to the significance of 
the sculpture garden. Those elements include the hardscape paving, garden “rooms”, lateral north 
ramps for accessibility, and the east ramp at the intermediate level. 
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Thus, staff recommends the Commission find the sculpture garden design has changed 
substantially over time in response to improving visitor access and environmental comfort. 
An additional layer of changes is proposed as part of the revitalization.  
 
Staff has analyzed the preliminary design for the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden revitalization project 
using the Comprehensive Plan policies and the Secretary of Interior Standards, namely, to 
preserve, rehabilitate, and protect historic landscapes and open spaces, both natural and designed, 
which are integral components of federal properties. 
 
Furthermore, in following the guidance of the Comprehensive Plan and the Standards, as well as 
discussions during the Section 106 Consultation process, staff has emphasized the preservation of 
contributing and character-defining elements of the current garden, while acknowledging that the 
Museum’s programming needs may justify certain alterations if there are no other alternatives. 
Related to this, staff has focused on two major components and their relationship to the historic 
context, including the reflecting pool and walls, as described below. 
 
Reflecting Pool 

Bunshaft’s design included a rectangular reflecting pool on the northern end of the sunken central 
garden, with dimensions that link it to the window and balcony on the north side of the Hirshhorn 
Museum. The reflecting pool is a character-defining feature for the sculpture garden’s individual 
eligibility (along with the Museum) for the National Register of Historic Places. Thus, staff 
recommends the Commission finds the reflecting pool is a fundamental feature of the original 
Bunshaft design. The pool proportions were intended to relate to the north window and 
balcony of the Hirshhorn Museum. The reflecting pool was retained by Collins in his 1981 
alterations. 

The concept plan in 2019 included several alternatives for a re-design of the reflecting pool, all of 
which significantly enlarged the historic pool. The Commission’s comments in 2019 included the 
following request and recommendation: 

• Requests the applicant provide additional details regarding the proposed pool 
modifications, including the design of the proposed stage and pedestrian paths, to 
demonstrate the impacts of any changes on the historic character of the pool and the visitor 
experience. 

• Recommends the applicant explore a pool alternative that retains the historic character-
defining dimensions of Bunshaft’s pool design. 

Since the concept review, the applicant looked at various options for the reflecting pool, which 
were shared with the consulting parties, that retained the footprint of the historic reflecting pool, 
while creating a new reflecting pool to its south. The applicant had looked at a design that retained 
the historic reflecting pool in its original location and dimensions, with a new pool to the south, 
smaller than shown during the concept review, but dismissed this option as it did not meet the 
program requirements for the revitalization of the garden. 



 
Executive Director’s Recommendation Page 14 
NCPC File No. 7889 
 

 
 
The applicant’s preferred design for the pool elements of the preliminary application consists of a 
new pool design that retains the historic Bunshaft reflecting pool with its rectangular shape in its 
current location, but with an extended apron around three sides, plus a new U- shaped pool to the 
south, with a platform, to serve as a flexible programming and exhibition space. The basins to the north 
and south of the art platform are stepped, concentrically, and the pool can be drained for 
programming. Staff recommends the Commission support the applicant’s desire to improve 
the area around the reflecting pool, including the addition of another pool, to accommodate 
new performance programs. The applicant has indicated that the historic pool will be heated 
during winter to allow water to be in the historic pool dimensions. Thus, staff recommends the 
Commission find that in response to the comments provided at the concept review, the 
applicant is proposing a design for the pool element that adds to the reflecting pool’s original 
dimensions, with an expanded apron of water on three sides. 

However, staff recommends the Commission find the design for the proposed treatment of the 
Bunshaft reflecting pool, with the expanded apron of water on three sides, does not visually 
retain the distinct dimensions of the original reflecting pool and that the program need for 
the expansion is unclear. As such, staff suggest the Commission recommends the applicant 
provide a comprehensive rationale for the programming needs that require the expanded 
aprons around the Bunshaft reflecting pool and study other design alternatives prior to any 
Commission consideration. 
 
Walls 

Within the sculpture garden, walls mark the overall garden boundary, while serving as retaining 
walls, given the sunken nature of the garden. Staff has evaluated the Sculpture Garden’s walls in 
three groups: the perimeter walls, interior partition wall, and the auxiliary walls. Each wall group 
has a different purpose and relationship to the garden. The perimeter walls and the partition wall 
have been determined to be contributing elements to the significance of the garden. The auxiliary 
walls include existing non-contributing walls within the garden as well as the proposed new walls 
to serve as backdrops for the sculpture collection and to frame space. 

Under the plan, the original perimeter concrete aggregate walls that were part of Bunshaft’s design 
will be replaced with in-kind material. According to SI, the replacement is needed due to the 
structural failing of the original walls. These walls will be re-built in the original locations, with 
the in-kind material consisting of sandblasted exposed crushed granite aggregate. The walls will 
also be slightly raised to meet current building codes. Thus, staff notes that all the existing concrete 
walls within the Sculpture Garden suffer from alkali silica reactions (concrete disease) and require 
replacement. The existing perimeter walls are contributing elements to Bunshaft’s garden design 
and the concrete aggregate material directly relates the sculpture garden to the museum building. 
In addition, staff recommends the Commission support the effort to replace the failing original 
perimeter aggregate walls of Bunshaft’s design with in-kind materials, consisting of Swenson 
Pink aggregate, to maintain these character-defining elements. 
 
The walls installed under Lester Collin’s work in 1981 to define the north accessibility ramps will 
be replaced with new a secondary perimeter wall on the north, to complete the shape of the garden 
and define arrival points. Similarly, there will be new secondary walls along the new accessibility 
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ramps on the west side of the garden. The material will be concrete aggregate to compliment the 
original Bunshaft wall material. The purpose of these walls is to define two new elements of the 
garden: the enlarged north overlook and the new ramped west entry to the garden. Guardrails and 
balustrades at Overlooks, the Plaza Stair, and secondary concrete walls will be constructed with 
consistent material, appearance, and texture as the historic concrete, matching the perimeter 
walls.  

Historic balustrade designs at the South Overlook and Plaza Stair will be adapted for a height of 
3’-6” above adjacent grade in order to meet code requirements. The curb height will be slightly 
raised in order to maintain the historic proportions of the top rail. Horizontal openings larger than 
4” will be brought into compliance by introducing a centered horizontal bronze tube. 

Under Hiroshi Sugimoto’s design for the applicant, new stacked stone gallery walls are proposed 
in the revitalization, meant to function as new backdrops for art and further define new 
programmatic spaces for the garden. The stone walls are always slightly lower than the concrete 
perimeter walls, as the applicant attempts to form a distinctly different secondary system of 
organization. The contributing inner partition wall to the north of the Bunshaft reflect pool is 
proposed to be rebuilt in its same location, but shorter, and with a material change from concrete 
aggregate, to stacked stone, with some Swenson Pink granite components. The inner partition wall 
is a contributing element to Bunshaft’s garden design and was retained by Collin’s in his 1981 
alteration. In addition, the current location of the inner partition wall appears to meet the 
applicant’s programming needs as it will be replaced in the same location. However, staff notes 
the applicant proposes to change the inner partition wall’s material composition from the original 
concrete aggregate to stacked stone, with some Swenson Pink granite stones incorporated, noting 
the change is part of an artistic vision for the overall garden. 

Consistent with the original garden design, staff recommends the Commission finds the inner 
partition wall is a central focus of the overall garden and backdrop to the reflecting pool and 
the concrete aggregate material directly relates the sculpture garden to the museum building. 
The Commission finds that the applicant has not demonstrated a strong programmatic 
rationale for altering this character defining feature. Therefore, the Commission recommends 
the applicant provide a comprehensive rationale of the programming need for the change in 
material prior to any Commission consideration. 

The existing non-contributing auxiliary walls within the garden will be removed to allow for the 
construction of universal accessibility ramps on the north and south end of the garden and for other 
programming needs. Overall staff recommends the Commission supports the introduction of 
walls in new locations to assist in providing universal accessibility into the garden and to 
enhance the Museum’s programming needs while serving as backdrops for the sculpture 
collection.  

The design proposes the introduction of new stacked stone walls within the garden that will act as 
new backdrops for displayed art, while defining space. Staff notes that the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation require that new additions to historic resources be 
contemporary in design expression but compatible with the historic contributing, character-
defining elements. In keeping with the Standards, new auxiliary walls in the garden should be 
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easily differentiated from the Bunshaft aggregate perimeter walls so as not to create a false sense 
of history or confusion. The new walls should always be lower in height than the historic concrete 
perimeter walls to provide a sense of hierarchy.  

Staff recommends the applicant continue to explore ways in which the new stacked stone 
walls can be made more compatible with the historic aggregate perimeter walls and inner 
partition wall materials, but differentiated, through material, texture, color tone, or stacking 
pattern.  
 
Both on the outside of the perimeter walls and within the garden, the applicant is proposing new 
planter walls, that frame raised planters and function as visitor seating benches. The raised planters 
alternate with planting at pavement level and create benches at strategic locations throughout the 
sculpture garden. Placed beneath the shade of trees, benches are proposed throughout the site, both 
lining planter beds as well as at stone walls. At the reflecting pool, benches are provided in tiers 
to serve as amphitheater seating. At the East and West Overlooks and around the Elm trees the 
seating provides a respite and area to view down into the garden. At the East Garden, benches 
along raised planter beds give opportunities for contemplative viewing of artwork in a more 
intimate setting. 

The preliminary plan includes alterations to the garden overlooks around the sculpture garden. For 
the north overlook, the north entry will be widened to create a stronger connection to the Mall. To 
strengthen this arrival point and connection to the Museum, the entrance’s east-west width has been 
restored to 60’-0” to match the width of the original 1974 north entrance. Flanking stairs into the 
Sculpture Garden recall the organization of the ramps introduced in 1981. The addition of an overlook 
at grade with the Mall will welcome visitors as they enter and are oriented with a clear view of the 
garden. The South Overlook and stairs will be rebuilt based on the original 1974 details with the reuse 
of original stone stair treads. The east and west overlooks create a transition zone between the 
surrounding site and the garden. These overlooks provide accessible view opportunities, shaded 
seating, and the display of sculpture along 7th Street and Mall walkways for visitors. Perimeter seat 
walls and ground covers are designed to provide a shaded visitor amenity while offering protection for 
sculpture in the Aprons. Within the Aprons, new overlooks provide views into the Sculpture Garden 
under the shade of preserved mature Elm trees. These new overlooks will provide educational signage 
for visitors that describe the history and evolution of the Sculpture Garden.  Therefore, staff 
recommends the Commission support the reconfiguration of the north and south overlooks 
and the introduction of new overlooks to the east and west, to improve the connectivity of 
the garden with the National Mall. 

Landscaping and Pavement 
 
The primary purpose of the sculpture Garden is the display of art and the creation of a venue for 
programming such as performances and other events. Therefore, the Hirshhorn’s mission 
distinguishes the sculpture garden from other public gardens. The landscape design expresses this 
need through the creation of a subdued and restrained plant palette which encourages a focus on 
art display and the comfortable viewing of art works. The number of trees, their canopy type, 
shape, and location were carefully studied to balance the need for open display areas with the 
critical need for shade.  
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The proposed tree and plant palette reflect design influences of both Gordon Bunshaft and Lester Collin 
and draw similar inspiration from Japanese and Chinese gardens. In addition to the careful preservation 
of the mature Elm trees at the East and West Aprons, cherry trees reminiscent of those introduced in 
1981 will grace the northern edge of the Sculpture Garden. A Sugar Maple will be located nearly in 
the exact location as the one introduced in 1981. Two additional Sugar Maple trees will flank the 
North Overlook and reinforce the Sculpture Garden’s north-south axis. A cluster of pines is 
introduced in the East Galleries, in keeping with Asian garden design traditions seen in the 1981 
plantings. 

Trees have been selected for visual characteristics of form, texture, color, seasonal diversity, and 
resiliency in addition to reflecting Sculpture Garden history. Trees will frame views into the 
Sculpture Garden from overlooks at all four cardinal directions. Trees along the north and south 
edges of the Sculpture Garden are held back from the central axis to enhance connections between 
the Museum and the National Mall. This axis is further framed by the trees flanking the Central 
Gallery.  

Shade trees are introduced throughout to enhance visitor comfort: at benches around planters and 
tiered seating flanking the Central Gallery. Tightly spaced red maple trees will create a grove-like 
effect with a delicate canopy that reinforces the human scale of the gallery rooms. The maple trees 
will grow straight and upward to create a high, lacy canopy with brilliant red color in the fall. This 
canopy will produce a soft, filtered light with dappled shade. North of center of this grove like 
area, a contrasting trio of Loblolly Pines will create a year-round evergreen highlight. 

All tree species except three are native or cultivars of North American native plants. Under-story 
natives and non-natives will be utilized for diversity and resiliency. Tree placement for the 
revitalization has been strategic to provide shade over seating areas within the East Galleries and 
throughout to create a comfortable environment for the viewing of art.  

The proposed tree plan is compliant with the NCPC tree replacement guidelines. No trees 31.8” 
diameter or greater will be removed. Existing trees were assessed for potential successful 
transplant and no candidates were identified. Replacement trees are native or non-invasive and 
will be planted at larger than the minimum caliper size or height. Forty-nine existing trees will be 
removed as a part of this project with forty-nine replacements required and provided. The new 
trees will be planted on the project site within the limits of disturbance. Planting soil volumes are 
consistent with industry best practices. 

For the ground plane, simple planes of ground cover plants will provide a complementary base for 
display of works of art. Diverse plantings at the ground plane have been selected for diversity of 
form, texture, seasonal interest and height to emphasize and complement sculpture and 
architecture. The design concept incorporates a stylized naturalism, refined with soft tones and 
lush textures. The ground plane has been developed to be a horticulturally rich mix of primarily 
native species set in drifts in raised and at grade planting beds. 

Visitors encounter a rich four-season landscape, with delicate flowering plants and moments of 
discovery in each gallery. The proposed planting is a sustainable planting palette of 47 species of 
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individual plants. The overall design includes 60-70% native planting by quantity/area. The 
interdisciplinary team has made efforts to introduce plantings native to the region as well as those 
connected to Asian garden design concepts present throughout the Sculpture Garden’s history. 
Anticipating a changing climate, species are selected for this, and slightly warmer hardiness zones. 
Thus, staff recommends the Commission finds the inclusion of trees and plantings throughout 
the garden enhance shade and are important to visitor comfort. 

Materials 
Salvaged and new Swenson Pink granite is used in keeping with the historic material palette of the 
Sculpture Garden. Swenson Pink will be incorporated at visitor arrival points including the North 
and South Overlooks, stair treads and ramps. Original stair treads salvaged and stored by the 
Smithsonian during the 1981 modifications will be reinstalled. New dimensional granite will be 
used as required for a consistent and harmonious overall treatment. The pavers will be 
approximately 18”x36.”  

Reclaimed Asian granite pavers, salvaged from paths and plazas, will be used for the horizontal 
paving within the Sculpture Garden. Individual pavers are elongated in shape and vary in size, 
typically 9”x72”. At the Central Gallery, reclaimed pavers will be approximately 18”x36” 
typically, with large rectangular granite slabs to be installed at the Art Platform.  

The reflecting pool will be clad in Absolute Black granite consistent with the existing reflecting 
pool material, and to contrast with surrounding paving for safety. The material used for the historic 
1974 pool basin may be treated differently - with a distinct honed or thermal finish - to differentiate 
and highlight this area. 

A custom bronze handrail is envisioned along stairs and ramps throughout the Sculpture Garden and 
connecting to the Museum Plaza from the Underground Passage. The code-compliant handrails will 
have a roughly oval shape, with a continuous recess below to receive a linear lighting element. The 
handrails are to be supported on cast bronze posts along stone walls, and attached directly to concrete 
walls with bronze brackets. 
 

Stormwater Management 

The sunken Sculpture Garden has faced challenges throughout its history with its unique micro-
climate and sunken location, and its elevation approximately eleven feet below the National Mall. 
The Sculpture Garden experiences heavy flooding that threatens collections, endangers plant 
health, and stifles operations during and after major storms. Its facilities are especially vulnerable 
to flooding when heavy precipitation occurs over a short period. Staff recommends the 
Commission find that the garden currently suffers from a lack of updated stormwater 
management practices, with the garden experiencing flooding during high rain events. 
 
The applicant intends to meet the stormwater management requirements of the District’s Office of 
Energy and Efficiency (DOEE) and has been coordinating with DOEE. A multi-tiered storm water 
management strategy is proposed to meet DOEE requirements and achieve a sustainable, long-
term solution for the Sculpture Garden’s unique below-grade conditions. Discussed in consultation 
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with DOEE, the approach includes under-slab retention and infiltration along with capture, 
treatment, and reuse of storm water. A 20,000-gallon cistern beneath the North Overlook is 
proposed to capture storm water. The captured water will be treated to meet potable water 
requirements and reused on site for irrigation and toilet demand. Currently being studied is the use 
of treated storm water to recharge the central reflecting pool, which provides evaporative cooling 
for visitor comfort during the unrelenting heat of the summer months.  
 
Water retained under slab will be infiltrated to recharge groundwater. Plantings will benefit from 
this stored storm water without being inundated. The conservation of the heritage elms will also 
earn storm water credits as DOEE considers this a storm water retention practice. Percolation tests 
will be conducted in the coming weeks to confirm soil conditions and volumes. A new storm sewer 
line that connects with the 7th Street main will be installed to address any water not infiltrated or 
reused on site. In addition to addressing the lack of adequate drainage and associated flooding, 
temporary flood barriers will be deployed at Sculpture Garden entrances, ramps, and stairs prior 
to heavy storm events.  

Lighting 
 
In regard to lighting, the preliminary plan intends for the sculpture garden to achieve the holistic 
goal of being a good neighbor that is consistent with other buildings and sites on the National Mall 
while not competing with major landmarks such as the Washington Monument, particularly during 
the nighttime. Light sources will be fully integrated and concealed within the architecture to 
provide a soft, luminous glow on paving and adjacent hard surfaces. This strategy is combined 
with a layered approach to provide appropriate levels of illumination for the Garden’s unoccupied 
and occupied conditions. The lighting design aims to meet the dark sky approach.  

General site lighting includes LED fixtures integrated within seat walls and handrails to create an 
ambient glow on adjacent surfaces, ground planes and egress paths. Lighting mock-ups will be 
studied to orient these fixtures for a wide spread of light on adjacent paths. Handrail lighting 
systems provide required ramp and stair illumination that comply with prescribed life safety 
lighting requirements.  
 
Unique, location-specific lighting within the Sculpture Garden is found at the Underground 
Passage, Reflecting Pool, and Allée. At the Underground Passage, linear coves are concealed 
above and below the art walls, providing illumination for circulation, small events, and operational 
needs. Submersible wet/dry LED fixtures concealed at the Art Platform and walkway edge 
illuminate the stepped basin. Fixtures concealed within the concrete wall that supports the North 
Overlook illuminate the Allee paving.  

At Aprons, works of art are illuminated via hidden, in-grade LED fixtures. Additionally, portable 
cord and plug art lighting is to be provided as required for art programming and events. A lighting 
control system will allow for multi-scene and fixture dimming control affording the Museum the 
capacity to program light levels for a variety of functions. 
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 The lighting concept for the Underground Passage includes linear LED coves at the base and top 
of the stainless-steel walls following the curvature of the wall. Small aperture LED downlights at 
the entry and exit provide additional illumination as required. Overall, staff finds the lighting 
approach is appropriate and compatible with the museum’s goals and the setting. 

 
Security 
 
The Sculpture Garden revitalization proposes a layered approach to security that includes 
perimeter strengthening, camera surveillance, lighting, and a 24-hour personnel presence on site. 
Integrated security gates will protect the Sculpture Garden’s major entrances after dark. At 
Overlook perimeter walls, double-leaf security gates will swing and extend out from recesses in 
the walls. At accessible entrances, sliding security gates will extend across the pedestrian route. 
At the Underground Passage, a security grille will close off the entrance from the base of the Plaza 
stairs. The security gates will be located at all pedestrian access to the garden, to allow for securing 
the garden when not open to the public. 
 
Personnel presence will ensure safety for visitors and artwork.  A guard booth will be re-located 
from the north side of the garden, adjacent to the National Mall, to the south side, near the western 
apron, adjacent to the new accessibility ramps. A guard booth provided at the SW corner of the 
site will allow for in-person surveillance to accompany site cameras. Video camera surveillance 
will be discretely placed throughout the garden with 24-hour full coverage of the sunken garden, 
aprons, and passage. In the Aprons, temporary light fixtures providing sculpture illumination will 
add security for sculptures placed along this edge. The applicant is continuing to explore options 
for the design of the guard booth, with input from the Consulting parties. 
 
 

CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 
 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 
 
Staff has reviewed policies from the Urban Design, Historic Preservation, Parks and Open Space, 
and Visitors & Commemoration Elements, and the analysis and recommendations are intended to 
support consistency with the Comprehensive Plan. 
 
 
National Historic Preservation Act 
 
Both the Smithsonian Institution and NCPC have independent responsibilities to comply with 
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). To fulfill the Section 106 
requirements for the South Mall Master Plan, both the Smithsonian Institution and NCPC, a 
Programmatic Agreement was signed in 2018. 
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The Smithsonian Institution has initiated the Section 106 process for this project, with Public 
Meeting #1 held on 4/10/19, and creation of a project web site. SI has held five Consultation 
meetings to date. Due to the anticipated adverse effects expected, a Memorandum of Agreement 
will be prepared to formalize mitigation measures. The Smithsonian has also engaged with the 
NCPC, CFA, DC SHPO, NPS, and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation as required by 
the South Mall Master Plan Programmatic Agreement. 
 
National Environmental Policy Act 
  
NCPC is the lead agency for compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 
The revitalization of the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden was among the projects 
identified in the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) prepared as part of the South Mall Master 
Plan. The proposed revitalization scope is less that that evaluated in the EIS. 
 

CONSULTATION 
 
Coordinating Committee 

The Committee forwarded the proposed preliminary site development plans to the Commission 
with the statement that the proposal has been coordinated with all participating agencies. The DC 
SHPO noted that this undertaking will result in significant adverse effects on the Hirshhorn 
Sculpture Garden and Museum. The DC SHPO is coordinating subject to completion of Section 
106 but does not support the proposal because the Smithsonian Institution has failed to provide 
persuasive arguments why, at a minimum, Bunshaft’s reflecting pool cannot be retained in its 
original form to preserve more of the garden’s modernist character and the important visual 
connection with the museum’s singular window. Several consulting parties have raised similar 
objections, but the Smithsonian Institution has not modified its plans in any ways that will 
meaningfully or substantially avoid or minimize adverse effects. The participating agencies were: 
NCPC; the District of Columbia Department of Transportation; the District of Columbia 
Department of Energy and Environment; the General Services Administration; the District of 
Columbia State Historic Preservation Office (DC SHPO); the National Park Service; and the 
Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority.  
 
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 
 
At their May 16, 2019, the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts commented favorably on the concept 
design for the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden Revitalization. Please see attached letter. The project 
is anticipated returning to the Commission in 2021. 
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ONLINE REFERENCE 
 
The following supporting documents for this project are available online at www.ncpc.gov: 
 

• Submission Package 
• Letters of support for project submitted by the Smithsonian Institution 
• Section 106 Consultation comment letters and Museum responses 
• Cultural Landscape Foundation letters  
• Public Comments 

 
 

Prepared by Lee Webb 
11/25/2020 
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Project Summary

The Smithsonian Institution has submitted preliminary site development plans for the revitalization of the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden at the
Smithsonian’s Hirshhorn Museum. The Hirshhorn Museum is located 700 Independence Avenue, SE, Washington, DC, on the National Mall, and is
part of the Hirshhorn Museum complex. As shown in the concept review in 2019, the primary changes to the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden proposed
in this preliminary review include: the introduction of new stacked stone walls within the garden to serve as backdrops and to delineate space, a
new pool and extension of the historic reflecting pool in the lower garden, new garden overlooks on the east and west side of the garden, new
accessibility ramps from the north and south on the western side of the garden, and alteration to a historic partition wall within the garden. The
historic concreted perimeter wall will be replaced with in-kind materials and the historic tunnel underneath Jefferson Street will be reopened. This
application also includes more information on lighting, guard booths, and materials.

The Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden’s Determination of Eligibility and draft National Register nomination identifies the following features
as character-defining: sunken plan, concrete perimeter walls and sense of enclosure, center axis entrance and exits, reflecting pool, and setting for
the display of sculpture. The revitalization of the Garden’s materials and infrastructure will be accomplished using best practices for safety,
sustainability, and resilience, while incorporating the character-defining features of the original design.

7889

Lee Webb

Staff Presentation

Approval of Preliminary Site Development Plans

40 U.S.C. § 8722(b)(1) and (d)
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Project Summary
Designed by Gordon Bunshaft of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, the Hirshhorn campus is located on Independence Avenue SW, framed by 7th Street
to the east, the Mary Livingston Ripley Garden to the west, and across Jefferson Drive, the Sculpture Garden opens to the National Mall along its
northern edge. The Museum and Sculpture Garden are organized around the 8th Street north-south axis, aligning with the National Gallery of Art’s
Sculpture Garden and the National Archives across the National Mall to the north. When the Hirshhorn opened in 1974, it featured an underground
passage below Jefferson Drive, creating an important pedestrian link between the sunken Sculpture Garden and the Museum Plaza.

Bunshaft’s realized design for the Sculpture Garden was shaped by concrete retaining walls at the east, south, and west, with a planted berm
opening to the National Mall at the north. Within these bounds, sculpture was displayed through a series of gravel-paved, austere terraces, and
framed by a few internal concrete walls and hedges. It was accessed by a single set of broad stairs from the north, and a pair of lateral stairs from the
south, with a second series of wide stairs leading to a central reflecting pool.

Soon after opening, the Sculpture Garden proved inhospitable due to the expanse of gravel and lack of shade in the hot, humid DC summers.
Additionally, visitor access to the sunken Sculpture Garden was entirely dependent on stairs, making it inaccessible to visitors with strollers or
wheelchairs, and persons with limited mobility. Modifications to the Garden, which were completed in 1981 by landscape architect Lester Collins,
improved accessibility and visitor comfort through the introduction of ramped walkways, shade trees, and ground cover plantings. The visitor
pathways, now paved in brick, were defined by planting beds or lawn.

PROJECT GOALS

The Hirshhorn has selected renowned artist and architect Hiroshi Sugimoto to revitalize the Sculpture Garden in support of both its curatorial and
programmatic objectives as well as to improve the visitor experience and to meet its infrastructure needs. Sugimoto has designed a variety of indoor
and outdoor spaces that create meaningful linkages between art and architecture. He has had a long relationship with the Hirshhorn, beginning with
his first major US retrospective in 2006 and, most recently, his innovative redesign of the Museum’s lobby. The proposed design will address the
following project goals:

Reinforce the connections between the National Mall, Sculpture Garden, and Museum. Re-establishing key elements of Bunshaft’s design, including
a widened north entry and reopening the underground passage as an immersive art experience, will strengthen the relationship between the
Hirshhorn campus and the National Mall. New features such as ground-level east and west overlooks from the Mall into the Garden will deepen that
visual connection.
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Enhance visitor experience and public engagement. New ramps from the north and south will provide universal accessibility,
while increased shade and seating within the Garden and along its edges will create welcoming spaces for visitors throughout the
year.

Create flexible space for artists working to push the media of sculpture and performance forward into the twenty-first century.
An open lawn and expanded central reflecting pool will host a variety of year-round uses to support the Hirshhorn’s expanded
programming.

Show the Museum’s historically significant bronze sculpture collection to strongest effect. The creation of outdoor galleries will
respond to curatorial needs by increasing the number of sculptures on view by 50 percent through rotating sculptural exhibitions.
Smaller roomlike moments within the Garden will create intimate experiences between viewers and individual works of art.

Revitalize and build upon the historic framework of the Sculpture Garden. The original perimeter walls, south entrance, and
underground passage will be restored; an enlarged central reflecting pool will remain the Garden’s focal point; and the design will
incorporate enhanced seating and shade to incorporate central elements of Gordon Bunshaft’s original design and Lester Collins’
later modifications.

Replace failing infrastructure, meet current code requirements, and design for resilience and sustainability. Infrastructure to
address storm water management, flood mitigation, improved security, and new lighting and audiovisual systems will equip the
Sculpture Garden with needed improvements to support Museum programming and become a resilient landscape.
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Project Summary

By addressing each of these goals, the proposed design for the Sculpture Garden revitalization will holistically improve access,
visitor experience, and the presentation of modern and twenty-first-century art as well as the operations and maintenance of the
Sculpture Garden. This next evolution of the Sculpture Garden will give new life to a beloved setting, as an all-season venue to
experience art in the nation’s capital outside the confines of the traditional Museum setting.

The preliminary design is in conformance with the approved Smithsonian South Mall Master Plan. The restoration of the perimeter
concrete walls of the Sculpture Garden was a need identified as a project under the Master Plan. To date, the Smithsonian is in
compliance with the Programmatic Agreement for the Master Plan, and will continue to follow public process and mitigations
outlined in the Agreement. The Section 106 process for this project has been initiated with the Smithsonian hosting many public
and consultation meetings over the last 2 years The Smithsonian has also engaged with the NCPC, NPS, CFA, DC SHPO and the
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation as required by the South Mall Master Plan Programmatic Agreement.
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23 May 2019 

Dear Ms. Chiu: 

In its meeting of 16 May, the Commission of Fine Arts reviewed a concept submission 
for the comprehensive renovation of the Hirshhorn Museum's Sculpture Garden on the 
National Mall between 7th and 9th Streets, SW. The Commission approved the proposal 
with the following comments to guide the development of the design. 

Noting the importance of the Sculpture Garden as a Modernist landscape inserted into 
the Mall, the Commission members emphasized an understanding of this garden as a 
palimpsest that reflects the successive contributions of its Modernist designers--Gordon 
Bunshaft and SOM, Lester Collins, and James Urban---{)ver many decades. They 
recognized the garden's significance as encompassing this broader design history, and 
they encouraged the Smithsonian Institution to document and interpret this history. For 
the proposed project, they observed that while the museum's mission remains constant, 
the sculpture it presents continues to evolve in character, material, scale, and mode of 
display; they acknowledged the shortcomings of the existing garden landscape in creating 
an appropriate setting for many types of artwork, both Modem and contemporary. They 
also recognized the garden's extensive physical deterioration, noting that most of the 
existing concrete retaining walls will need to be replaced. Therefore, they endorsed the 
proposal to renovate the garden comprehensively, commending the design as bringing 
much-needed improvements in accessibility; spatial quality and differentiation; 
opportunities for programming and performance; and the display of various types of 
artworks-physical, conceptual, and performance. 

In their support for the proposed concept, the Commission members identified several 
issues to be addressed as the design for the Sculpture Garden is developed. In general, 
they commended the approach to differentiate the garden into three zones-lawn, pool, 
and grove-for different types of sculpture. They also supported the insertion of new 
stone walls within the garden to define its spaces, which would provide a good contrast 
with the austerity of the original concrete walls; however, they commented that the new 
walls should function first as settings for the sculpture, and their height, color, and texture 
should be studied further to enhance this purpose. Noting that spaces tend to appear 
smaller outdoors, they recommended ensuring that the eastern sequence of landscape 
rooms defined by the new stone walls will be sufficiently generous in size; they also 
recommended adding more trees in order to provide a figurative ceiling plane to enhance 
the perception ofa larger outdoor room and to allow the experience of circulating within 
and under a bosque offering continuous shade. In general, they recommended careful 
detailing of the new elements within the garden-such as the junctures between concrete 
and stone walls, the materials and texture of the ground plane and other surfaces, and 
smaller elements such as steps and seats-to ensure they have a sculptural elegance 
commensurate with the quality of the museum as a whole. Regarding the pool and 
performance stage proposed for the sunken center of the garden, they expressed concern 
about the generic quality and functional limitations in creating a flexible performance 



space; they recommended considering other configurations of the stage platform, as well 
as removable access during times when no performances are scheduled. 

In conclusion, the Commission expressed strong support for the proposed design as 
an ambitious renovation that will enhance the display and the public appreciation of this 
important sculpture collection. As always, the staff is available to assist you with the 
next submission. 

Thomas E. Luebke, FAlA 
Secretary 

Melissa Chiu, Director 
Hirshhom Museum and Sculpture Garden 
Independence Avenue and 7th Street, SW 
Washington, DC 20560 

cc: Hiroshi Sugimoto, Sugimoto Studio 
Faye Harwell, Rhodeside & Harwell 
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