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The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts may be one of
Washington, D.C.'s most famous buildings, but it is by no means uni-
versally loved. In 1971, noted architecture critic Ada Louise Huxtable,
never one to mince words, famously called the then-new Kennedy
Center, perched on the Potomac River on F Street, N.W.,, “a cross
between a concrete candy box and a marble sarcophagus.” More
recently, former Washington Post architecture critic Benjamin Forgey
criticized the building, designed by Edward Durell Stone, as a “super-
ficial, half-here, half-there” pastiche of classicism and modernism.

Washington, D.C. is, after all, a city whose most iconic build-
ings, from the U.S. Capitol to the Lincoln Memorial, are classicist.
But the city is often unfairly tagged as architecturally conservative;
countless governmental, commercial and residential buildings have
been erected in the last 60 years in the modern style, with a num-
ber of significant buildings by such notable designers as .M. Pei,
Marcel Breuer, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Philip Johnson, Richard
Neutra and Eero Saarinen. In fact, it is remarkable that the capital
city embraced modernism to the extent it did so soon after the
completion of the 1901 McMillan Plan. Coming on the heels of the
1893 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, with its famous
neo-classicist “White City,” the McMillan Plan reinforced the origi-
nal Pierre Charles LEnfant design for the city and encouraged new
classical-style buildings. Among other things, this effort resulted in
the creation of the National Mall and the construction of Daniel
Burnham’s vaulted Beaux-Arts Union Station (1907).
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By the 1930s, however, many architects in the city had come to
embrace a form of stripped-down Art Deco classicism, whose clean
lines and relative lack of ornament helped pave the way for bolder
modern works. The Folger Shakespeare Library (1932), designed by
Paul Cret and Alexander Trowbridge, is one of the city’s more promi-
nent examples of this earlier style, as is the U.S. Department of Justice
building (1934), by the firm of Zantzinger, Borie and Medary.

While the city boasts few outstanding International Style insti-
tutional or commercial structures built at midcentury, it does have
many residential structures from the period. Among the earliest
is the Pope-Leighey House (1940), one of Frank Lloyd Wright's
so-called Usonian houses designed for the suburban middle class.
This modest house originally stood in the Washington suburb of
Falls Church, Virginia, but is now open to visitors on the grounds
of the Woodlawn Plantation in Alexandria. “This tiny abode com-
mands a sense of spaciousness typical of a dwelling several times
its size,” says Debra Pickrel, a Wright scholar and author. “Its noble
character has stood the test of time.” The Washington suburbs are
sprinkled with other notable examples of 1940s modern houses,
including a number of prefabricated all-steel Lustron houses, with
an exemplary 1949 model at 1124 S. Frederick Street in Arlington.
On the north side of Washington in Bethesda, Maryland, is a 1958
International Style house designed by Marcel Breuer. Located at
6739 Brigadoon Drive, the house sits on a triangular lot designed
by modernist landscape architect Dan Kiley. In addition, several
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modernist housing developments were built in the years following World
War |l [see sidebar].

The Capitol Park Apartments (1959), designed by Chloethiel Woodard Smith
and Nicholas Satterlee with a rear court by Kiley, was the first major urban-
renewal project completed in the city’s neglected Southwest quadrant. Located
at 800 4th Street, S.W., Capitol Park “not only pioneered modern architecture
in Washington,” wrote preservationists Judith Robinson and David Maloney
in the Fall 2005 issue of Forum Journal, “but also began to reshape a whole
sector of the city under new principles of urbanism.” Capitol Park escaped
demolition in the city’s most recent construction boom, but although the apart-
ments were renovated, the Kiley landscape was demolished. Preservationists
are now concerned about the future of the complex and other midcentury
modern buildings in the Southwest neighborhood and elsewhere.

By the 1960s, modernism was in full flower in the Washington area, thanks
in large measure to the opening of the Eero Saarinen-designed Washington
Dulles International Airport Terminal (1962) in the Virginia suburbs; the Finnish-
born architect earned the commission after the completion of his landmark
Trans World Airlines Terminal in New York City. Indeed, no modern building in
the greater Washington area may be so widely recognized. Saarinen’s genius is
evident not only in the terminal’s signature swooping roofline — which has been
interpreted as embodying the optimism of the jet age — but also in the techno-
logically advanced “mobile lounges” that moved passengers to their planes. The
building was determined eligible for the National Register of Historic Places in
1978 (although it has not actually been listed), one of the relatively few struc-
tures to achieve that distinction at less than 50 years of age.

Like Dulles, other modemn buildings of the 1960s are distinguished by the
technological muscle and space-age romance of curvilinear walls. The Pan
American Health Organization building (1964), by Uruguayan architect Roman
Fresnedo-Siri, for example, with its curved tower and circular conference center,
is a modern stand-out at 525 23rd Street, N.W,, not far from the traditional
Georgetown and Foggy Bottom neighborhoods. The curving Watergate building
(1964-72) by ltalian architects Luigi Moretti and Mario di Valmarana, strad-
dling the intersection of Virginia and New Hampshire Avenues, N.W., has been
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Opposite Eero Saarinen, Dulles International Airport
Terminal (1962).

Above National Museum of the American Indian
(2005), designed by Douglas Cardinal, Jones & Jones,
SmithGroup and others.

Below Gordon Bunshaft (Skidmore Owings & Merrill),
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden (1974). A
view underneath the vast circular structure.




Top Marcel Breuer's only major building in Washington, D.C, the Housing
and Urban Development headquarters (1968), designated a landmark by the
D.C. Historic Preservation Review Board in 2008.

Above Roman Fresnedo-Siri, Pan American Health Organization building (1964).

Opposite top Hartman-Cox Architects, Euram Building (1970), an office
building on Dupont Circle.
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rightfully praised for providing an eccentric contrast to
the staid rectangular massing of the Kennedy Center.

Marcel Breuer brought serpentine lines to the expres-
sionist design of his Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) headquarters building (1968) at 7th and D streets,
S.W., while managing to fulfill federal guidelines that call
for government buildings to convey “dignity, enterprise,
vigor, and the stability of the American government.”
The HUD building was designated a city landmark in
June 2008 by the D.C. Historic Preservation Review
Board along with another modern building, the U.S. Tax
Court at 2nd and D streets, N.W., designed by Victor
Lundy in 1965 and built in 1975.

The 1960s saw the construction of a trio of exquisite
modern residences. The first of these, a tiny gray brick
structure located at 3411 Ordway Street in northwest
Washington, was designed by LM. Pei. Although Pei and
his firm would go on to greater glory in Washington,
in 1962 he occupied himself with this little house and
its charming triple-arched roof. It was praised in the
American Institute of Architects’ Guide to the Architecture
of Washington, D.C. (1994), for having demonstrated
“the heights that modermn domestic architecture — good
modem domestic architecture — could attain.” In 1967
came the spectacular private home of art patron David
Lloyd Kreeger, designed by Philip Johnson and Richard
Foster in a style that was dubbed “Bauhaus Byzantine”
by Time magazine and other publications. Located at
2401 Foxhall Road, N.W.,, the house is now the Kreeger
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Museum, showcasing its former owner's collection of 19th- and 20th-century
paintings and sculptures. A year later, Richard Neutra completed a spectacular
glass and redwood-covered steel “treehouse” overlooking an offshoot of the city’s
lush Rock Creek Park, found at the end of Audubon Terrace, NW.; it was the archi-
tect's only contribution to the capital city. “Despite being a glass and steel box...
it is very organic and it's hard to tell where the park ends and the house begins,”
says Barbara Campagna, the Graham Gund Architect at the National Trust for
Historic Preservation. “It's a stunning, brilliant house that the original owners still
live in 40 years later — a testament to its design and functional success.”

By the 1970s, M. Pei had emerged as the predominant modernist master
working in Washington. As part of the revitalization of Southwest D.C,, Pei and his
colleagues designed LEnfant Plaza (1965), an office and hotel complex at 10th
and D streets, S.W,, that was an early and influential example of modern design in
concrete in the nation’s capital. A decade later, Pei unveiled his masterful design
for the East Wing of the National Gallery of Art (1978), an asymmetrical structure
at 4th Street and Constitution Avenue, N.W.,, that stands in stark relief to the gal-
lery’s West Wing (1941), a neoclassical building designed by John Russell Pope. At
its opening, Washington Post architecture critic Wolf von Eckardt called it “an archi-
tectonic symphony of light and marble, color and glass, painting and sculpture.”

In distinct contrast to Pei’s East Wing is the Third Church of Christ, Scientist
(1970), an octagonal Brutalist structure on 16th Street, N.W., two blocks north of
the White House, designed by Araldo Cossutta when he was an associate in Pei’s
firm. Built of poured-in-place concrete, the building has virtually no windows and
features front doors accessed through an open air courtyard. Citing faulty mechani-
cal systems, the closed fagade and a gloomy sanctuary, the congregation wants to
demolish the bunker-like building. In 2007, however, the D.C. Historic Preservation
Review Board landmarked the church to protect it from demolition, although the
case continues to be fought in the courts. Last year, the D.C. Preservation League,
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D.Cs Midcentury Modern Neighborhoods

World War Il had no greater impact on an American city than it
did on Washington, D.C. With the completion of the Pentagon just
across the Potomac River in Arlington, Virginia, in 1943, thousands
of federal workers poured into the nation’s capital looking for work
and a nice place to live. Several midcentury modern enclaves were
also built in the optimistic period after the war.

One of the best-known of these is Hollin Hills, located nine miles
from Washington in Fairfax County, Virginia. Designed by Charles
Goodman for developer Robert Davenport, and built from 1949 to
1971, the neighborhood features 450 impeccably maintained, box-
shaped modern houses with nearly flat roofs, surrounded by trees.
The Hollin Hills civic association has been working in recent years
to include the development on the National Register of Historic
Places. Although Hollin Hills is probably his best-known work,
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Goodman designed several other residential developments both in
Washington, D.C. and beyond, including the River Park Apartments
(1962) in southwest Washington, which are known for their vaulted
roofs and distinctive aluminum screens; Rock Creek Woods, a sub-
urban development built between 1958 and 1961 and located in
Montgomery County, Maryland, just outside Washington; and the
Hickory Cluster townhouses in Reston, Virginia. Three of his neigh-
borhoods have been included on the National Register.

Modemn enclaves can be found all across the Washington area,
including the Forest Hills neighborhood in northwest Washington

Above A house in the Charles Goodman-designed development
of Hollin Hills, built from 1949 to 1971.

(where the Richard Neutra treehouse can be found); Holmes Run
Acres in Falls Church, Virginia; and Moyaone Reserve, located in
Maryland, 20 miles south of Washington. At least two midcentury
modem neighborhoods have been completely destroyed, however:
two developments of all-steel Lustron houses stood at the Quantico
Marine Base, 35 miles south of Washington, until they were demol-
ished in 2006 and 2007 and replaced with neo-traditional houses.
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