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PROJECT SUMMARY 
The Smithsonian Institution (SI) has submitted concept plans for the proposed addition of an 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) compliant sloped walkway to the courtyard of the Freer 
Gallery of Art. The walkway will provide an accessible route from the west loggia down to the 
lower courtyard level. The project also includes renewal of the waterproofing system that underlies 
the courtyard, which will in turn require the replacement of the existing plantings. Today, the 
courtyard can only be reached by a series of steps, and therefore does meet accessibility 
requirements. Since all visitors are not able to reach the below-grade courtyard, public access is 
restricted. Completion of the project will allow the public to enter and enjoy the courtyard. 

Construction of the original museum building began in 1916 and concluded in 1923 when it was 
opened to the public. The museum is located on the National Mall, just southwest of the 
Smithsonian Castle at the intersection of Jefferson Drive and 12th Street SW. The Freer Gallery 
holds SI’s premier collection of Asian art. 

KEY INFORMATION 
• The Freer Gallery of Art is located within the South Mall Campus of the Smithsonian

Institution just southwest of the Castle.
• The building was designed by Charles Platt in the Renaissance Revival style and opened

to the public in 1923.
• The Freer Gallery of Art is a contributing resource to the National Mall Historic District

and was listed in the D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites in 1964. It was listed in the National
Register of Historic Places in 1969.

• The plantings within the courtyard have changed over time, and were most recently
updated around 1990.
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• The current courtyard is not accessible to the public because the space is sunken from the
surrounding building levels and can only be accessed through a series of steps.

• The project will provide a sloped walkway to permit ADA access to the courtyard. This
improvement will occur in conjunction with the replacement of the courtyard
waterproofing which is 30 years old and at the end of its functional life. Museum spaces
are located beneath the courtyard which will be protected with new waterproofing. New
plantings will also be provided as part of the project.

• The Freer Gallery of Art is located within the South Mall Campus Master Plan which was
approved by NCPC is 2018. One of the main goals and objectives of the Master Plan is to
improve accessibility within the campus.

RECOMMENDATION 
The Commission: 

Supports the goal of project to provide ADA-access to the Freer Gallery of Art courtyard for 
public use and enjoyment. 

Notes the proposed project is consistent with the goals for improved accessibility set forth in the 
South Mall Campus Master Plan which was approved by the Commission in 2018. 

Finds the overall design approach is appropriate for the project purpose and historic courtyard 
setting, and that details of the ramp design and hardscape will be further refined prior to the next 
review. 

Recommends the applicant continue to develop the proposed landscape design while considering 
the original design intent, museum mission, and climatic conditions within the courtyard. 

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions None 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

Review of preliminary and final site development plans 
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PROJECT ANALYSIS 
 
Executive Summary 
 
The proposed new sloped walkway will permit ADA access into the courtyard of the Freer Gallery 
of Art. The public cannot currently enjoy this historic space. As part of the project, the 
waterproofing beneath the courtyard will be replaced and new plantings will be installed. Overall, 
the proposed intervention has been designed in a manner that is minimally intrusive to the existing 
courtyard design while meeting the project goal of providing an accessible route. 
 
Staff has considered the policies set forth in the Visitor and Commemoration and Historic 
Preservation Elements and finds the proposed project will help improve access to the space and 
museum with a relatively modest intervention. Project development will continue to further avoid 
and/or minimize any impacts to the historic building and courtyard. As such, staff recommends 
the Commission support the goal of project to provide ADA-access to the Freer Gallery of 
Art courtyard for public use and enjoyment. Further, staff notes the proposed project is 
consistent with the goals for improved accessibility set forth in the South Mall Campus Master 
Plan which was approved by the Commission in 2018. Additional details regarding the walkway, 
hardscape, and landscape design will be refined prior to preliminary and final review. 
 
Analysis 
 
The project includes the addition of an ADA-compliant sloped walkway to the courtyard of the 
Freer Gallery of Art, providing an accessible route from the west loggia down to the lower 
courtyard level. The project will remove and replace the waterproofing beneath the courtyard as it 
is nearing the end of its life. Museum spaces beneath the courtyard depend on the waterproofing 
for protection. Finally, as part of the project, the trees and plantings will be replaced. The project 
is expected to be completed in time for the museum’s 2023 centennial celebrations. 
 
The Freer Gallery of Art was designed by architect Charles Platt between 1912 and 1916. Platt 
collaborated closely on the building design with collector and museum founder Charles Lang 
Freer, whose original design concept for the museum included natural illumination of interior 
exhibition galleries and a courtyard. The building opened to the public in May 1923. The courtyard 
was constructed at a lower elevation than the main exhibition gallery level, and is connected by 
granite steps to covered east and west side loggias and to interior doors on the north and south 
sides. 
 
In conjunction with the development of the quadrangle site in the late 1980s, a number of additions 
and alterations were implemented that included an underground connection from the Quadrangle 
Building to the east and infill of the unexcavated area beneath the courtyard. The courtyard’s 
landscaping treatments were replaced at the time the waterproofing systems were installed. 
 
The proposed project includes a new ramp from the west loggia to the north end of the courtyard 
with a sloped walkway with detailing reflecting the historic building.  This side was selected due 
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to its proximity to the Main Floor’s accessible entrance, and because the area north of the landing 
allows more space for the walkway. The proposed slope is less than five percent. A planter width 
is provided adjacent to the new walkway and the planted areas in the other three quadrants of the 
courtyard are proposed to be slightly widened to maintain alignments with pavement edges. 
Integration of the proposed walkway into the planted area maintains the overall symmetry of the 
space. The new paving and ramp materials reflect the original courtyard materials, including 
Tennessee Pink marble for the wall panels, cap stones and plinths, along with Milford Pink granite 
for the paving at the new walkway. Existing stonework will be salvaged and reinstalled where 
possible. New handrails will be dark bronze to match the vocabulary of the building’s original 
architectural metalwork. 
 
Overall, the walkway has been designed to be minimally intrusive to the historic character of the 
courtyard with elements such as the handrails located to have nominal impact to historic fabric 
around the courtyard. As such, staff recommends the Commission find the overall design 
approach is appropriate for the project purpose and historic courtyard setting, and that 
details of the ramp design and hardscape will be further refined prior to the next review. 
 
The proposed landscape concept seeks to balance the original design while also establishing an 
interpretive connection with the museum’s collection. As such, Asian plants have been selected 
for the design. Specimen trees are proposed to anchor the corners of the courtyard and a mix of 
low evergreen and deciduous shrubs and groundcovers interwoven will be placed around the 
perimeter of the courtyard and water fountain. Seasonal color will be integrated in the planting 
scheme. The initial plant list has been developed in coordination with Smithsonian Gardens. 
 
Staff notes that the courtyard planting has evolved over time since the museum’s initial opening 
in 1923. SI and the design team have relied on historic photos to understand the evolution of the 
space in the absence of any original planting plan or plant lists. The earlies images suggest a 
subdued planting character. In 1928, shortly after the museum opened, brick panels within the 
paving where removed and replaced with turf to help reduce the solar heat gain during the summer. 
The grass areas were returned to brick paving around 1990 when the courtyard and plantings were 
removed and reinstalled as part of the museum’s underground renovations. Additional trees were 
introduced after 1990, along with a variety of plantings within the borders, resulting in the current 
landscape character. The landscape approach will be further refined, and several interests should 
be balanced in developing the design. In particular, staff suggests the Commission recommend 
the applicant continue to develop the proposed landscape design while considering the 
original design intent, museum mission, and climatic conditions within the courtyard. 
 

CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 
 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 
 
Staff has evaluated the project based upon the policies set forth in the Visitor and Commemoration 
and Historic Preservation Elements of the Comprehensive Plan. In general, the project is consistent 
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with goals to improve accessibility to cultural facilities within the national capital. The 
improvements will need to be balanced with any potential impacts to historic properties.  
 
National Historic Preservation Act 
 
SI and NCPC each have an independent responsibility to comply with Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). The Freer Gallery of Art is a contributing resource to the 
National Mall Historic District and is also individually listed in the National Register of Historic 
Places. SI initiated Section 106 consultation on June 2, 2020. Staff notes that the consultation 
process will continue to further avoid and/or minimize any impacts to historic properties. 
 
National Environmental Policy Act 
  
NCPC has an independent responsibility for compliance with the National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA) for federal projects located within the District of Columbia. At this time, categorical 
exclusion #2 may be applicable to the proposed project. The categorical exclusion applies to the 
approval of the installation or restoration of minor site elements, such as but not limited to 
identification signs, sidewalks, patios, fences, curbs, retaining walls, landscaping, and trail or 
stream improvements. NEPA compliance will be completed at the time of final review. 

CONSULTATION 
 
Coordinating Committee 
 
The Coordinating Committee reviewed the concept plans at their June 16, 2020 and forwarded the 
application to the Commission stating the project had been coordinated with all participating 
agencies. Participating agencies include the National Park Service, General Services 
Administration, Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, the District Department of 
Transportation, the District of Columbia Office of Planning and the District of Columbia State 
Historic Preservation Office (DC SHPO). The DC SHPO stated their coordination was subject to 
conclusion of the Section 106 review process. The District Department of Energy and Environment 
indicated additional coordination is necessary and that an erosion and sediment control plan is 
needed. 
 
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 
 
The U.S. Commission of Fine Arts (CFA) reviewed the concept plans for the project at their June 
18, 2020 meeting. The concept was approved with comments primarily focused on the landscape 
design. A copy of the letter is attached. 
 
ONLINE REFERENCE 
 
The following supporting documents for this project are available online at www.ncpc.gov: 
 

https://www.ncpc.gov/
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• Submission Package 
• Project Summary 

 
 

Prepared by Matthew Flis 
07/01/2020 

 
ATTACHMENTS 
 

• Powerpoint 
• CFA letter 
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Existing Conditions - Accessibility
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Existing Conditions
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Evolution of Courtyard
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Existing Landscape
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Accessible Route
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Existing Courtyard Plan
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Proposed Courtyard Plan
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Project Section – North/South
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Project Section – East/West
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Existing Courtyard Landcape
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Proposed Landscape Plan
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Preliminary Planting Palette
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Project Rendering
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25 June 2020 

Dear Mr. Robinson: 

In its public meeting of 18 June conducted by videoconference, the Commission of Fine Arts reviewed 
a concept design for landscape and accessibility improvements in the courtyard of the Freer Gallery of 
Art, to be undertaken in conjunction with replacement of the waterproofing of the structure below it.  
The Commission approved the concept with the following comments and recommendations. 

The Commission members expressed general support for the proposed placement of a sloped walkway 
along two sides of the courtyard to provide barrier-free access to the courtyard level from the museum’s 
adjacent corridors and for adjustments to the courtyard landscape, endorsing the conceptual approach of 
honoring the character of the original Renaissance Revival design by Charles Platt.  They supported the 
proposal for the sloped walkway as derived from the existing architecture while minimizing change to 
the courtyard; they suggested that the generic character of the bronze handrails along the sloped 
walkway could be customized in a subtle way to refer to the museum’s mission and collections.  

For the design of the landscape, they requested further development of the concept, supporting the 
intended approach to draw inspiration from the museum’s artworks, but which should also be informed 
by the work of Platt, who began his career as a designer of landscapes; they suggested that his legacy of 
executed landscapes and publications on Italian gardens should be considered more carefully as part of 
the design process.  They commented that the current proposal lacks the lush character and prevalence 
of evergreen plants seen in the courtyard’s historic landscape designs; they recommended that the 
landscape be adapted in the spirit of Platt’s work rather than specifically restored, using substitutions of 
the plant palette to address thematic and microclimatic change.  They acknowledged the constraint of 
the shallow planting depth resulting from the building area inserted beneath it in the 1980s; they 
observed that this condition will necessarily guide plant selections, noting that pots could be used to 
augment the range of plantings, and that trees may not be appropriate in the new design.   

The Commission looks forward to further review of this project that builds upon the great legacy of the 
museum’s design and its collections.  For the development of the design, including the plant palette and 
the details of the new walkway, steps, and railings, the Commission requested that the project team 
consult with the staff which, as always, is available to assist you. 

    Sincerely, 

     Thomas E. Luebke, FAIA 
     Secretary 

Chase Robinson, Director 
Freer Gallery of Art 
Smithsonian Institution 
P.O. Box 37012, MRC 707 
Washington, DC  20013-7012 

cc: Scott Teixeira, Hartman-Cox Architects 
Kurt Parker, Rhodeside & Harwell 
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