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The Smithsonian Institution (SI) is planning a new project at the site of the National Air and Space 
Museum (NASM). The existing restaurant addition on the east terrace with be demolished and 
replaced with a new facility housing the Bezos Learning Center, as well as a new restaurant facility. 
At the time the SI received approval for the current revitalization project replacing the exterior 
material of the NASM, SI identified a need for a separate project to address deficiencies with the 
restaurant addition. Initially, SI’s intent was to replace the existing restaurant structure with a new 
restaurant facility. However, SI received a sizable philanthropic donation from Jeff Bezos to 
establish the Bezos Learning Center at the Smithsonian. The education center will be housed in a 
new facility to be constructed on the east side of NASM. It will feature programs and activities 
that inspire students to pursue innovation and explore careers in STEAM (science, technology, 
engineering, arts, and mathematics) fields, and it will help teachers better utilize the Smithsonian’s 
collections. The purpose of this information presentation is to provide the Commission with a brief 
overview of the project and general timeline. 
 
SI initiated the Section 106 Consultation process in 2020. The NASM is a Modernist style building 
designed by Gyo Obata of Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum. It opened to the public in 1976. The 
restaurant addition was constructed at the east end of the NASM in 1988, designed by Obata in the 
Late Modern/Post-Modern style, replacing the original public dining facility on the otherwise non-
public third floor of the NASM. The NASM, with the current restaurant structure, is a contributing 
resource to the National Mall Historic District listed in the National Register of Historic Places. 
The NASM has been determined to be individually eligible for the National Register, however, 
the existing restaurant addition has been determined by SI to not contribute to the individual 
eligibility of the NASM as a whole. Docomomo US, a consulting party in the Section 106 process, 
has provided some comments regarding the determination which are attached. 
 
The Commission does not have review authority over the proposed demolition of the existing 
restaurant addition. However, the Commission does review any future replacement structures 
attached to the NASM. SI plans to coordinate the demolition of the existing restaurant addition 
with the next phase of the NASM’s revitalization project in Spring of 2022. The Section 106 
consultation for the design of the BLC is planned to begin in early 2023. The target construction 
start date is 2024, with a target completion date of 2026. 
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ATTACHED: 
 

• Map and plans showing NASM and restaurant addition location. 

• Docomomo US comment letters 

PROJECT TIMELINE 

Previous actions None. 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

– Review of preliminary site and building plans, 2023 
– Review of final site and building plans, 2023. 
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November 19, 2021 

 

Carly Bond 

Historic Preservation Specialist  

Smithsonian Institution 

Office of Planning, Design & Construction 

Architectural History and Historic Preservation 

600 Maryland Avenue, SW, Suite 5001  

Capital Gallery MRC 511  

Washington, DC 20013 

 

Dear Ms. Bond,  

 

Docomomo US appreciates the opportunity to provide feedback for the Section 

106 Consulting Parties review of the Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and 

Space Museum (NASM) Restaurant Addition Replacement. 

 

As we mentioned in our comments to the first Section 106 review of the NASM 

Restaurant Addition Replacement discussion, Docomomo US did not 

participate in previous Section 106 discussions for the National Air and Space 

Museum building renovation. In our response from last year, we stated that we 

could not make a determination on the NASM restaurant addition without 

additional research and the Determination of Eligibility (DOE) for the Museum 

and the addition. We appreciate documentation for both elements and the 

current museum renovation plans have been shared with our organization.  

 

The background research presented in the NASM DOE is fascinating and the 

four decades long effort to realize the museum and its supporting functions is 

unlike any history with relationship to Modern architecture that we know of. 

The fact that so many architects were at one point associated with this project 

and that only one, Gyo Obata for Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum (HOK), was 

responsible for the design of both the museum building and its restaurant 

addition. A few other facts in the DOE stuck out to us in relationship to the 

restaurant addition and its significance. 

 

The first is that the museum as originally designed by HOK in 1962 (fourteen 

years before the museum would open) “represented a building of 775 feet in 

length, 260 feet in depth, and ninety-seven feet in height…[and] the building 

contained a public cafeteria on the east side of the third floor overlooking the 

U.S. Capitol.” Nearly nine years later, forced by economic constraints, the 

Smithsonian had to pull back the design so that, “the new building amounted to 

approximately half of the volume of the earlier iteration, although the  
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corresponding exhibit design had been reduced by only one third. The revised total dimensions measured 785 feet 

long, 225 feet wide, and 85 feet tall, or almost exactly the size of the National Gallery of Art.” 

 

While the building was value engineered (to the determent of the technical elements of the design), what was lost 

was the inclusion of the public cafeteria in what seems to be the same exact location the Smithsonian agreed to 

place the restaurant addition just six years later in 1982. It is hard to know from the documentation provided but we 

wonder if the restaurant addition was planned for and designed by Obata in the 1970s for a later date. Regardless, 

the timing seems moot when the restaurant was in fact built in its original 1962 location by the original architect.  

 

We agree with the 2016 DOE recommendation that the National Air and Space Museum is eligible for the National 

Register under Criteria A and C, and Criteria Consideration G. We understand the National Register guidance for 

Criterion C recommends that the period of significance be limited to the date of construction but certainly a 

building project that evolved over the course of decades, through eight terms of President including: Truman, 

Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter and Reagan should be considered for an extension of the 

period of significance.  

 

It is also perplexing why the DOE states, “the National Air and Space Museum is significant under Criterion C as 

an outstanding example of Modernist architecture by a recognized master in the field [Obata]” and yet the 

restaurant addition that is designed by the same “master in the field” is not significant for the same reason.  

 

The suggestion, under Criteria G, that the “restaurant addition has not yet attained the level of significance needed” 

is equally perplexing given the museum was deemed exceptional specifically under Criteria C as a work of 

Modernist architect. How does this exceptional merit not also apply to a design by the same architect, and one 

planned for nearly sixty years ago? The DOE provides no specific details regarding the level of significance of the 

original design to suggest the restaurant addition does not rise to the same level. We do not find it is enough to just 

say it does not rise to the same level without providing specific details of its significance. 

 

We do not find validity to the statement that the restaurant addition is operationally and functionally separate from 

the museum for all these reasons. In reviewing the National Park Service (NPS) Functionally Related Structures – 

General Criteria, the program states: 

 

For rehabilitation projects involving more than one certified historic structure where the structures are 

judged by the Secretary to have been functionally related historically to serve an overall purpose, such as a 

mill complex or a residence and carriage house, rehabilitation certification will be issued on the merits of 

the overall project rather than for each structure or individual component. [36 CFR Part 67.6(b)(4)] 

 

The NPS criteria states that buildings owned by separate owners will receive separate reviews. This is not the case 

with the restaurant addition as both buildings are owned by the Smithsonian Institution. The restaurant is not a new 

building but an addition to an existing building, it is physically joined/interconnected, and it maintains one common 

entrance through the museum to access the restaurant services. The restaurant addition is located on the same 

property and the way we read the DOE, the restaurant was always meant to be part of the services provided by the 

museum to visitors and was designed in its original 1962 location. The restaurant addition functions together with 
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the museum for an overall purpose to support visitors as a part of the museum’s services. The NPS makes clear in 

its criteria that different functions of a business are considered functionally related if for an overall purpose.  

 

We think it is important to point out that construction began in 1972, making the museum just a few months away 

from being constructed 50 years ago in 2022. The National Register criteria notes that properties DO NOT need to 

meet Criteria G if construction for the “resource” began over fifty years ago, but the completion overlaps the fifty-

year period by a few years. Again, we would point back to the DOE, which states the original NASM design 

included the restaurant on the east side of the museum overlooking the U.S. Capital. While construction of the 

restaurant was in fact delayed due to funding and appropriations, the DOE argues that the significance of the 

museum dates to this original 1962 design by Obata for HOK. Criteria G designation would not need to be applied 

based on this extension due to construction and completion dates. 

 

We do not agree with the DOE findings that there is a lack of post-modern context for evaluation of the restaurant 

addition and thus its significance cannot be determined. We are also not convinced that the restaurant addition is 

post-modern in its design. While the completion dates point to a time when architects were deploying post-modern 

forms and ideas, the stepped back pyramid shape includes very little post-modern design details and its minimal-

ness and use of glass looks to be of the late modern style. The restaurant design regardless of its style is clearly a 

representation of the evolution of Obata’s design approach. And certainly, an institution such as the Smithsonian 

Institution, would have the resources to determine such a context and where the design falls in the modern 

spectrum.  

 

In conclusion, we recommend the Smithsonian Institution reconsider the restaurant addition to be significant under 

Criteria C and G based on its functionally related relationship to the overall purpose of the museum, its merit as an 

outstanding example of Modernist architecture by a master in the field, and because the restaurant was designed by 

the same designer as the original building. We recommend revising the DOE to extend the period of significance to 

1988 before moving on to evaluating the proposed project’s adverse effects on the resource and any mitigation 

efforts.

 

 

Sincerely, 

    
Todd Grover    Liz Waytkus 

Vice President Advocacy  Executive Director 

Docomomo US    Docomomo US 

 
cc: Sharon Park, Smithsonian Institution; Jaime Loichinger, Advisory Council on Historic Preservation; Andrew Lewis, D.C. Historic 

Preservation Office; Thomas Luebke, U.S. Commission of Fine Arts; Marcel Acosta; National Capital Planning Commission; Lee Webb, 

National Capital Planning Commission; Steve Callcott, D.C. Historic Preservation Review Board; Theo Prudon, President, Docomomo U.S.; 

Todd Grover, Advocacy Chair, Docomomo U.S., Kirby Vining, Committee of 100 on the Federal City; Rebecca Miller, D.C. Preservation 

League; Betsy Merritt, National Trust for Historic Preservation;  
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December 9, 2021 
 
Liz Waytkus, Executive Director 
Docomomo US 
P.O. Box 230997 
New York, NY 10023 
 
Re: NASM East End Project 
 
Dear Ms. Waytkus, 
 
The Smithsonian Institution (SI) is in receipt of comments from Docomomo US dated November 19, 
2021, in response to the public comment period following the October 19, 2021, Section 106 consulting 
parties meeting for the National Air and Space Museum (NASM) East End project.  Docomomo’s 
comments focused on the Determination of Eligibility (DOE) for the NASM.  The SI appreciates and 
understands the amount of time invested in participating as a consulting party on this project and offers 
the following responses. 
 
The NASM is significant under National Register Criterion C (distinctive characteristics) as an outstanding 
example of Modernist architecture by a recognized master in the field.  Gyo Obata faced a set of 
architectural requirements nearly without precedent for the NASM: a museum dedicated to the display 
of air and spacecraft which compelled a design that was modern in spirit and technology, and 
complementary to the Neoclassical character of the National Mall and its component buildings. 

The DOE proposes a period of significance of 1976 which falls within the fifty-year benchmark generally 
observed for the evaluation of historic properties. The DOE finds that the NASM, 1976 museum building, 
displays the exceptional importance necessary to meet Criteria Consideration G (properties achieving 
significance within the past 50 years), specifically under Criterion C as a work of Modernist architecture. 

Obata has been recognized as a master of modern architecture and Hellmuth Obata & Kassabaum has 
grown to rank among the world’s largest architecture, engineering, and interior design firms.  With the 
Saint Louis Abbey (1962) and Houston Neiman Marcus (1969), NASM ranks among the most 
architecturally distinguished examples of Obata’s early work. Considering the longevity of Obata’s 
practice and the size and diversity of HOK’s work—both are underrepresented in the National Register 
of Historic Places. To date only two HOK-designed resources have been listed in the National Register: 
the American Zinc Company Headquarters in St. Louis (1967) and the Plaza Square Apartments in St. 
Louis (1959-1961).  The DOE suggests that this lack of representation is a reflection of the recent nature 
of much of their work, the corporate nature of the firm structure, and their preponderance of private 
and commercial over institutional or federal commissions. 

The DOE concludes that unlike the museum building, the 1988 restaurant addition has not yet attained 
the level of significance needed to meet exceptional importance under Criteria Consideration G.  This is 
less a reflection on the quality or merit of Obata’s design, but the recent date of the addition, and the 
similarities between the addition and other major and more significant HOK commissions of the 1980s.  
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Department of the Interior guidance states that in order to be eligible under Criteria Consideration G, 
the resource must demonstrate exceptional importance within its historic context. The DOE placed the 
addition within both the national context of HOK’s work from this period, as well as the local context of 
the greater Washington, D.C. area. The design of the restaurant addition is strikingly similar in many 
respects to other major HOK projects of the period.  If the NASM museum is without precedent, the 
restaurant addition is not (please see DOE pages 44-46 and 56-59) with the use of tubular visible 
structure, glazed curtain walls, and setback cascading building volumes in HOK’s contemporary work. 

The NASM is eligible under National Register Criterion A (broad patterns of history) and Criteria 
Consideration G for its reflection of the evolution of the SI in the second half of the twentieth century, in 
which new institutions shifted to a focus on modern American ingenuity and culture, before shifting to 
broader explorations of cultural and international diversity.   For the NASM, it is nationally significant for 
the development of a museum program for the conservation, display, and interpretation of collections 
relating to the history of air and space technology.  It is important to consider the purpose of the 
restaurant addition under this criterion.  The restaurant addition has a separate function, outside of the 
mission of the SI for the “increase and diffusion of knowledge,” and its development is not an expansion 
of the NASM’s exhibition and programs for which it is eligible under Criterion A.   

The DOE notes that the prolonged period of development for the NASM could suggest a longer period of 
significance, and that National Register guidance for Criterion C recommends that the period of 
significance be limited to the date of construction.  Obata and HOK began design work for the NASM in 
1964.  It is the SI’s opinion that earlier unrealized design concepts, which were shelved and later 
significantly altered, do not bring validity to extending the period of significance.   

Conducting the assessment of effects on historic resources is a valid exercise at this point in 
consultation.  The NASM contributes to the National Mall Historic District under National Register 
Criterion A (broad patterns of history) for the period 1791 to the present.  The National Mall Historic 
District is significant under Criterion C (distinctive characteristics) for the period 1791-1965, so the 
NASM does not contribute to the Historic District under this criterion.  Carefully considering how the 
buildings on the National Mall contribute to the setting for American history is a beneficial exercise, 
overlooked when architectural significance often dominates consultation. 

Docomomo’s comment on lack of post-modern context exactly reflects the challenge in the evaluation 
of late 1980s architecture.  Even determination of architectural style is hindered by the available context 
for placing the resource.  While exceptional resources from the 1970s have been recognized for their 
importance in recent years, few buildings dating from the mid to late-1980s, and none of HOK’s projects 
from this era, have been designated nationally under Criterion C and Criteria Consideration G. 

The Smithsonian Institution appreciates Docomomo US’s participation in Section 106 consultation on 
this project, and this important discourse.  We look forward to consulting further on the resolution of 
adverse effects in support of the National Air and Space Museum East End project.  
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Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Carly Bond 
Historic Preservation Specialist 
 
cc:  Todd Grover, Docomomo US 
Andrew Lewis, DC Historic Preservation Office 
Chris Wilson, Advisory Council on Historic Preservation 
Tom Luebke, Commission of Fine Arts 
Lee Webb, National Capital Planning Commission 
Stephanie Free, National Capital Planning Commission 
Sharon Park, Smithsonian Institution 
Ann Trowbridge, Smithsonian Institution 
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February 25, 2022 
 
Elizabeth White 
National Capital Planning Commission 
401 9th Street, NW 
Suite 500N 
Washington DC 20004 
 
Dear Chairman White, 
 
On behalf of Docomomo US, I appreciate having the opportunity to share with the National Capital Planning 
Commission our concerns over the proposed demolition of the National Air and Space Museum Restaurant 
Addition. We are primarily concerned about the process of reviewing and responding to the Determination of 
Eligibility for the restaurant addition. I understand NCPC does not have authority over demolition proposals and 
our comments are focused on the process. 
 
In October 2021, Docomomo US participated in the second Section 106 Consulting Parties meeting for the 
National Air and Space Museum – East End Project organized by the Smithsonian Institute. It was at that point the 
draft Determination of Eligibility and the draft assessment on effects for the restaurant addition were shared with 
our organization along with the new proposal to demolish the restaurant for the Bezos Learning Center. 
 
As we describe in our response to the DOE, the creation of the National Air and Space Museum is fascinating. The 
length of time it took to create the museum, the delays, the conflicts, the lack of funding, the various architects who 
come in and out of the story is remarkable. However, the DOE has several questionable conclusions.  
 
The first is the suggestion that the restaurant addition is not functionally related. We have consulted with many 
professionals and reviewed the National Park Service definition of Functionally Related Structures, and we believe 
the restaurant addition is in fact functionally related. The two buildings are internally connected, and the addition 
serves to support the mission of the museum.  
 
Another conclusion in the DOE is that the restaurant addition is not significant under criteria C as an outstanding 
example of Modernist architecture by a recognized master in the field. Gyo Obata is the designer of the main 
building and the restaurant addition. We question why the restaurant would not be significant for the same reason? 
 
We are also concerned with the very narrow interpretation of the period of significance. Certainly, a building that 
took forty years and eight Presidents to construct should have a period of significance longer than one year (1976-
1977). The building was originally designed by Obata for HOK in 1962 (fourteen years before the museum would 
open) and it included a restaurant on the east end of the building that was scraped due to the lack of funding. The 
DOE seems odd in its suggestion that the museum director had some sort of epiphany for the need of a restaurant 
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after the museum opened. The design of the restaurant also looks like it is from the 1970s than from the 1980s, 
which also makes us wonder if the restaurant plans were prepared at a much earlier date. 
 
The Smithsonian Institution’s response to our Section 106 Consulting Party letter outlines their previously held 
positions on the project. The Bezos Learning Center seems to be fast tracked for some predisposed date and it is 
frustrating that a more robust and honest discussion could not be had. While we understand it is easier and simpler 
to dismiss the earlier design proposals and the later addition, we find the history of delays and the messiness of 
constructing such a large museum to be central to the significance of the National Air and Space Museum and the 
entire system of government managed properties. If we are to lose the NASM Restaurant Addition, we should hold 
ourselves to open and collaborative discussions and remember it properly. 
 
Liz Waytkus 
Executive Director  
Docomomo US
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