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Background 

The Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden is located at 700 Independence Avenue, SW, 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 
Institution’s (Smithsonian) 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.  

At the December 3, 2020 meeting, the Commission approved the preliminary site development 
plans for the Hirshhorn Museum Sculpture Garden Revitalization project, with the exception of 
the proposed changes to the inner partition wall and the reflecting pool. The Commission 
recommended the applicant study other design alternatives for the reflecting pool and provide a 
comprehensive rationale for the programming needs that require the expanded aprons around the 
Bunshaft reflecting pool and the change in height and material proposed for the inner partition wall 
prior to any Commission consideration.  
 
The purpose of this presentation is to provide the Commission with the information submitted by 
the Smithsonian as requested at the December 3, 2020 meeting. The presentation will afford the 
Commission an opportunity to consider and ask questions on the outstanding issues, namely the 
proposed treatment of the inner partition wall, before taking action on the revised preliminary site 
development plans, tentatively scheduled for July. The question for Commission discussion is 
whether the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, as a complex, will retain its historic 
significance and character with this rehabilitation, and whether the program need justifies the 
change in height and material of the inner partition wall. The Smithsonian will further articulate 
their need at the information presentation. The following report lays out a framework for analyzing 
the proposed changes. The Commission will review the final site developments plans for the 
project in early Fall 2021. 
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The Current Proposal 

In response to the Commission’s recommendations, the Smithsonian has prepared a narrative 
containing updated programming information pertaining to their proposed changes to the historic 
Bunshaft reflecting pool and the inner partition wall. The Smithsonian has included a new design 
for the reflecting pool that retains its original dimensions and location, and removes the proposed 
expanded apron on three sides. The new reflecting pool to the south in the Central Gallery has also 
been reduced in size to compliment the dimensions of the Bunshaft reflecting pool, and an 
expanded planting bed is now proposed to the north of the reflecting pool, adjacent to the inner 
partition wall. The Smithsonian has indicated that they will now pursue this design approach for 
the reflecting pool, as it provides a balance to historic preservation goals and the need for the 
envisioned programming of the garden revitalization project. This new design approach has been 
shared with the Section 106 Consulting Parties, and has received general support. Commission 
staff supports the new pool design since it retains the footprint and location of the original Bunshaft 
pool. 

With regard to the inner partition wall, it suffers from concrete disease and requires replacement 
like all the other aggregate concrete elements of the Sculpture Garden. The Smithsonian continues 
to propose rebuilding the wall in its same location but 18 inches lower in height with a change in 
material from granite aggregate concrete, to stacked stones, including some Swenson Pink granite 
stone.  

Analysis Framework 
 
The inner partition wall is a contributing feature of the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden 
Complex and therefore the decision to lower the wall and change its material from aggregate to 
stacked stone should be evaluated in the context of the entire rehabilitation project and in 
accordance with the criteria laid out in the Section 106 process for rehabilitation projects. Per the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties, “rehabilitation” 
acknowledges the need to alter or add to a historic property to meet continuing or changing uses 
while retaining the property's historic character. The standards state that the historic character of a 
property shall be retained and preserved and the removal of historic materials or alteration of 
features and spaces that characterize a property shall be avoided. In summary, change may be 
acceptable to meet continuing or changing uses as long as the property’s historic significance and 
character is preserved. Therefore, the questions that need to be discussed include: 
 

 - What is the property’s historic significance and character? 
- How does the proposal impact the property’s historic significance and character? 

 - What is the changing use or program need that is driving this rehabilitation? 
 - Can the program need be met while avoiding the alternation of material?  

 
What is the property’s historic significance and character? 
 
In the Determination of Eligibility (DOE) form for the National Register of Historic Places 
prepared by the Smithsonian in 2016, and agreed to by the District of Columbia State Historic 
Preservation Officer (DC SHPO), the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden as a complex were 



 
Information Presentation Page 3 
NCPC File No. 7850 
 

 
 
determined to meet Criteria for the National Register, with the form stating that “the Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden is significant … as an outstanding example of Modernist 
architecture by a recognized master in the field, with a design that was closely tailored to its urban 
planning context as well as associated collection of Modern and Contemporary art”. In addition, 
the form states “the building, plaza, and sculpture garden are significant for its evocation of the 
rigorous Modernism for which … Bunshaft … is renowned. The design is also significant as a 
representation of the changing conception of the National Mall, which during the 1960s and 1970s 
experienced a marked break from Neoclassicism and shift towards Modernism. 
 
The DOE recognizes that the architecture of the museum building is anchored by its central 
concrete drum and fountain, and that the surrounding plaza and associated sculpture garden are 
similarly significant features of the Hirshhorn composition, conceived as a single unit. The plaza 
surrounding the building—and in particular, the battered walls that encase it—define the building’s 
site and elevate it above its surrounding context. The sunken sculpture garden is significant as it 
represents the controversy the design of the Hirshhorn created, as well as the compromises that 
became necessary to see it completed. 
 
In evaluating the integrity of the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, the DOE states the 
museum’s location and setting on the National Mall have remained intact, and therefore the 
property has retained its integrity of setting and location. In addition, the DOE states the property 
has retained its integrity of design as a singular architectural and urban landmark. The limited 
material palette that defines the character of these spaces is generally unaltered, allowing the site 
to convey its integrity of materials and workmanship. The DOE acknowledges that the plaza and 
sculpture garden have been modified from their original appearances, based on Lester Collins’ 
design in 1981, the strong formal elements that generate the character of these spaces has been 
retained, allowing them to retain their integrity of design. (In the case of the plaza, it is the 
perimeter walls and relationship to the museum drum; in the case of the sculpture garden, it is the 
sunken nature and intimacy of scale in relation to the National Mall). The DOE notes the spaces 
continue to act as backgrounds for the display of sculpture and as quiet, Zen-like, and 
contemplative retreats from the surrounding urban environment. Therefore, they continue to 
convey their integrity of feeling and association. 
 
The DOE identified the following elements of the Hirshhorn and Sculpture Garden as contributing 
features to its historic significance and character: 
 

• Hirshhorn Museum Building and Plaza: drum-like building form with central courtyard; 
battered perimeter walls; sculptural, cast-in-place concrete piers; precast concrete cladding 
panels; painted, coffered concrete ground-level ceiling structure; third-story balcony and 
fenestration; circular fountain in interior courtyard; glazed entrance lobby with revolving 
doors; magnolia trees and circular bed at northwest corner of the site; setting for the display 
of rotating sculpture; loading dock ramp, retaining walls, and fence. 

• Hirshhorn Museum Building Interior: first-floor lobby interior; second and third floor 
corridors and galleries; terrazzo floors; and escalators. 
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• Sculpture Garden: sunken plan; aggregate concrete perimeter walls and inner partition 
wall; south stairs; north stairs; reflecting pool; and setting for the display of rotating 
sculpture. 

As part of the Section 106 Consultation, the Smithsonian reevaluated the work of Lester Collins, 
and determined that his design also contributed to the significance of the Hirshhorn Sculpture 
Garden, which lead them to suggest the period of significance for the DOE be revised to include 
1981, for the garden only. The contributing elements of Collins’ work include the lateral north 
ramps for accessibility, hardscape paving materials, garden rooms, and the partial east ramp in the 
Central Gallery. 
 
 How does the proposal impact the property’s historic significance and character? 
 
In terms of how the proposed rehabilitation impacts the historic significance of the Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden complex, the proposal maintains a majority of the contributing 
elements and also reestablishes the south stairs under Jefferson Avenue, connecting the museum 
to the garden. The project would primarily impact two contributing elements to the significance of 
the complex as a whole: 1) the north entrance by removing the Collins lateral north ramps to 
accommodate ADA accessibility, and altering the north stair, and 2) the change in material of the 
inner partition wall from concrete to stone, and lowering the wall 18 inches.  
 
The specific elements of the rehabilitation proposal include: 
 

• Replacing the failing aggregate concrete of the perimeter walls with in-kind material, and 
raising the height slightly to meet code requirements. 
 

• Retention of the historic Bunshaft reflecting pool in the Central Gallery, in its original 
location and dimensions (per the current proposal). 
 

• Restoration of the underground connection between the garden, the plaza, and the museum 
building while reincorporating the original historic tunnel stairs. This connection is a major 
feature of the original design that has been lost to visitors for decades. 
 

• The introduction of new auxiliary walls of stacked stone within the garden to define space 
and serve as backdrops for the Museum’s sculpture.  
 

• A new reflecting pool will also be added within the garden’s Central Gallery to allow for 
staging and seating opportunities for performances, when drained.  
 

• New accessibility ramps will be relocated from the north entrance to the western side of 
the garden, providing access from both the north and south.  
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• New overlooks will be created on the east and west sides of the garden, while the north 
entrance from the National Mall will be expanded to create a new overlook to the garden. 
The Smithsonian has stated that the new overlook wall on the north, in aggregate, would 
hold the composition of the garden, Museum building, and plaza together. They have said 
that new stacked stone material for the inner partition wall, as well as the new auxiliary 
walls, will be visible at the new northern entrance overlook into the garden, however you 
would not be able to see the stacked stone walls when looking at the Museum from the 
National Mall. This change has the potential to alter the views into the garden from the 
north entrance. Under current conditions, a person standing at the entrance to the garden 
from the National Mall, would see the inner partition wall made of aggregate with the 
Hirshhorn building drum in the background. Under the proposed condition, a person in this 
same location would see a new wall of aggregate at the north overlook, slightly closer to 
the entrance with the Hirshhorn building drum in the background.  

Upon approaching the new overlook, a person could look down and see the inner partition 
wall which the Smithsonian proposes to rebuild with stacked stone at a height 18 inches 
lower than the existing wall. The east and west gardens would remain largely intimate 
settings for sculpture while the Central Gallery (pool and plaza area) would be more visible 
from the overlook.  

 
What is the changing use or program need that is driving this rehabilitation? 
 
The Smithsonian’s intention to revitalize the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden is to improve the visitor 
experience and public engagement, and accommodate the museum’s mission and contemporary 
programming needs. The Smithsonian has indicated the Hirshhorn Sculpture Garden 
Revitalization project will address the following goals for the Hirshhorn Museum: 

 
• Reinforce the connections between the National Mall, Sculpture Garden, and Museum.  
• Enhance visitor experience and public engagement.  
• 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 the strongest 

effect.  
• Revitalize and build upon the historic framework of the Sculpture Garden.  
• Replace failing infrastructure, meet current code requirements, and design for resilience 

and sustainability.  
 
Specifically, with regard to the changes proposed for the inner partition wall: 
 

• They view the Central Gallery as the one place that can accommodate the growing number 
of large installations and performances they would like to showcase. While the east and 
west gardens will continue to be intimate spaces for viewing bronze sculpture, the Central 
Gallery would be the location for this more modern program.  The Smithsonian contends 
that the aesthetics of this space, including the backdrop (inner partition wall of stacked 
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stone), the water features, and plantings, are integral to this new program of large 
installations and performances, while creating a cohesive vision for the next iteration of 
the garden’s life. In addition, as rebuilt in stacked stone, the inner partition wall would link 
the east and west galleries of the garden. 

• They have also noted that the use of stacked stone for the inner partition wall will provide 
better acoustics for performances envisioned in the Central Gallery. This is based on 
acoustic studies they have commissioned. 

• With regard to lowering the wall by eighteen inches (to an overall height of eight feet three 
inches, at the base in the Central Gallery), the Smithsonian would like to increase views of 
the Central Gallery once visitors from the National Mall approach the overlook. The 
Smithsonian has done several studies that show the majority of museum visitors approach 
their museums from the National Mall. While the Smithsonian’s proposal to reintroduce 
the south stairs from the Hirshhorn building will bring more visitors into the garden from 
the museum, they would like to lower the inner partition wall eighteen inches to draw more 
people down into the sunken garden once they see Central Gallery from the overlook on 
the National Mall side of the complex.   

 
In response to the Commission’s comments at the last meeting, the Smithsonian has also provided 
several examples of stacked stone walls around the National Mall and examples of this technique 
serving as the backdrop for bronze sculpture. They have noted the organic and natural appearance 
of the stacked stones complement a full range of textures and tones in the modern sculpture 
collection, as shown in multiple comparisons. 
 
Can the program need be met while avoiding the alternation of material?  
 
The Smithsonian considered other spaces for large installations and performance art, but they have 
indicated there are no spaces that can provide the scale and aesthetics of the sunken Central Gallery 
for this changing use. They have further noted the importance from an aesthetic and acoustic 
perspective, of the wall (as a backdrop), the plantings, and pools designed cohesively as a space 
for this new program.   
 
Should the inner partition wall retain its current height and material, the Smithsonian maintains 
that their programmatic goals for this project would be diminished, especially pertaining to visitor 
experience, better acoustics, as well as the aesthetic and curatorial intents envisioned by the 
project. The Smithsonian contends that the lowered and stacked stone inner partition wall is the 
singular element which knits together the Sculpture Garden’s east, central, and west spaces, and it 
serves in its own right as a rich and dynamically textured focal point, strengthening the Garden’s 
central axis, sense of proportion, and impact. The stacked stone wall provides a distinctive artistic 
backdrop for performance art, enhancing the visitor experience with added visual interest and 
emphasis. 
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Summary 
 
In summary, the Smithsonian has articulated a new program need based on changing uses – in this 
case the desire to accommodate performances and larger installations in addition to the bronze 
sculpture. The proposed rehabilitation project will maintain a majority of the contributing elements 
and it will also reestablish the south stairs under Jefferson Avenue, connecting the museum to the 
garden. The project would primarily impact two contributing elements to the significance of the 
complex as a whole: 1) the north entrance by removing the Collins lateral north ramps to 
accommodate ADA accessibility, and altering the north stair, and 2) the change in material of the 
inner partition wall from concrete to stone, and lowering the wall 18 inches. Based on the criteria 
used to determine its eligibility, it appears the property will retain its eligibility for listing in the 
National Register, should the project be approved. 
 
The question for Commission discussion is whether the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
as a complex, will retain its historic significance and character with this rehabilitation, and whether 
the program need justifies the change in height and material of the inner partition wall. The 
Smithsonian will further articulate their need at the information presentation and will provide 
additional renderings prior to the Commission’s future action, showing the experience and arrival 
sequence of entering the Sculpture Garden from the National Mall. 
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Project Summary

The Smithsonian Institution has submitted an application for revised preliminary site development plans for the Hirshhorn Museum Sculpture
Garden Revitalization project for Commission review. The revised plans are focused on a new reflecting pool design alternative and information on
proposed changes to the inner partition wall. The applicant has also provided additional information regarding the programming needs for the
proposed changes envisioned in the Museum’s revitalization project.

The Commission reviewed the applicant’s plans at its December 3, 2020 meeting, and approved 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 Commission recommended 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. In respect to the proposed changes
to the historic inner partition wall, the Commission also recommended the applicant provide a comprehensive rationale of the programming need
for the change in material prior to any Commission consideration.

The applicant is providing the requested information in this submission for a revised Preliminary review. The Section 106 Consultation process is
continuing, with an expected Memorandum of Agreement to be executed prior to the final review by the Commission.

7889

Lee Webb

Staff Presentation

Approval of Preliminary Site Development Plans

40 U.S.C. § 8722(b)(1) and (d)

June 3, 2021
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Executive Summary
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Executive Summary Continued
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Executive Summary Continued
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Executive Summary Continued
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Central Gallery
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Central Gallery Existing Challenges
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Central Gallery Existing Challenges
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Central Gallery Artist’s Vision
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Reflecting Pool Alternative in December 2020 Submission
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Reflecting Pool Alternative in December 2020 Submission
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Reflecting Pool and Central Gallery Program Information
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Reflecting Pool and Central Gallery Program Information
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Reflecting Pool and Central Gallery Program Information
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Reflecting Pool Revised Alternative
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Reflecting Pool Revised Alternative
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Reflecting Pool Revised Alternative
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Reflecting Pool Revised Alternative
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Inner Partition Wall 
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Inner Partition Wall
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Inner Partition Wall
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Mock-up Photographs
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Design Updates
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Historic Preservation Update
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Historic Preservation Update
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The Inner Partition Wall
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Hirshhorn Museum Sculpture Garden Revitalization
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1974 Image of Inner Partition Wall
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Gordon Bunshaft Completed Design, 1974
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Sunken Plan: Bunshaft Contributing Element
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Perimeter Walls & Inner Partition Wall: Bunshaft Contributing 
Elements
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Reflecting Pool: Bunshaft Contributing Element
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North & South Stairs: Bunshaft Design Contributing Elements
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Display for Sculpture: Bunshaft Contributing Element 
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1974 Character-Defining Features Remaining Summary

• Setting for Rotating Display of 
Sculpture

• Recessed Grade Below the 
National Mall

• Reflecting Pool
• Perimeter Concrete Walls
• Inner Partition Wall
• North & South Stairs
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Lester Collins Design, 1981
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Hardscape Paving and Garden Rooms: Collins Contributing 
Elements
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Lateral North Ramps: Collins Contributing Elements
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East Ramp: Collins Contributing Element
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Current Photo of Inner Partition Wall, Looking South
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Relationship of Garden to Museum
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Current Photo Showing Relationship of Garden to Museum
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Project Rendering Showing Proposed New Relationship of 
Garden to Museum
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