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DESIGN APPROACH

DESIGN CRITERIA

The design criteria guiding the project include:

CAMPUS UNITY AND IDENTITY

Reinforce the understanding of the West Building, Sculpture Garden, and
surrounding landscapes as a unified campus. The Seventh Street Entrance
should be legible as a public front door rather than a secondary or service-
oriented entry. Views to the building, clarity of approach, and the role of art
and landscape in reinforcing identity are key considerations.

ACCESSIBILITY AND VISITOR SAFETY

Eliminate physical and perceptual barriers and support safe movement for
visitors of all ages and abilities. Accessible routes should be intuitive and
gracious, minimizing reliance on steep slopes and ramps. Circulation should
reduce conflicts between pedestrians, vehicles, and service access, and
address existing hazards such as grade changes, glare, and tripping
conditions.

VISITOR EXPERIENCE AND WAYFINDING

Create a welcoming and comfortable arrival sequence that allows visitors
time and space to orient themselves. Wayfinding should be reinforced at
natural decision points, particularly at corners and thresholds, rather than
relying on signage placed within primary circulation paths. The sequence
from exterior arrival to interior destination should be clear, calm, and
intuitive, reducing confusion and bottlenecks.

STEWARDSHIP OF CHARACTER DEFINING FEATURES

Carefully consider the historic significance and character-defining features
of the West Building and its landscape setting. The monumental character of
the building, balanced symmetry, central lawn panel, and mature elm trees
that frame views to the entrance should be preserved wherever possible.
Proposed interventions should minimize impacts to historic fabric and critical
root zones while addressing contemporary needs.

SECURITY AND OPERATIONS INTEGRATION

Integrate security and operational requirements into the overall site and
architectural composition. Security measures should be legible and durable,
reducing the perception of temporary or retrofitted solutions. Operational
needs, including access to moats and service areas, should be
accommodated without undermining the visitor experience or clarity of
circulation, and with consideration for future change.

PEDESTRIAN, VEHICULAR, AND SERVICE BALANCE

Prioritize pedestrians while accommodating necessary vehicle and service
access. Vehicular functions, including service and occasional bus use,
should not drive the design but should be clearly accommodated through
geometry, materiality, and subtle physical cues. The relationship between
pedestrian and vehicular zones should support safety, clarity, and comfort
for visitors.

DESIGN APPROACH

The design reinforces the entrance as a welcoming and clearly identifiable
public threshold, clarifying its relationship to the West Building, the Sculpture
Garden, and the surrounding landscape. At the same time, it responds to
contemporary visitor expectations by improving accessibility, safety, and
intuitive movement, prioritizing pedestrians while supporting clear
wayfinding. Both the National Gallery and the design team recognize safety
concerns with the current plinth conditions. The narrow landing at the top
stair set introduces congestion and tripping risks for visitors. This is
especially dangerous for visitors exiting on bright days as their vision must
adjust to exterior conditions.

All interventions are conceived with careful stewardship of the historic
architecture and designed landscape, ensuring that the character-defining
features of the West Building, including the clean, symmetrical composition,
entrance procession with two ascents, and the restrained stone and bronze
palette, as well as its heritage elms remain central to the experience.

A dignified and accessible pathway from Seventh Street to the building
entrance gently slopes upward toward a tiered exterior plinth that references
Pope’s original design. A second pair of inclined walkways along the building
elevation brings visitors to the enlarged upper plinth and entry. The existing
moat gates are retained, while pedestrian paths are set at a slightly higher
elevation, subtly distinguishing the public realm from service areas through
both grade and material expression. A generous level zone at the stairs and
along the sloped walkways, designed with low curbs, accommodates both
pedestrians and vehicles, ensuring flexibility without compromising
accessibility.

The lower ends of the sloped walkways follow the slight curve of the existing
pedestrian pathway, creating a stronger visual and physical connection,
along with a more direct, intuitive route onto the plinth. The tiered plinth
entry approach into the National Gallery is retained with the addition of the
sloped walkways to create a fully accessible entry sequence. From Seventh
Street, the historic entry sequence remains legible and aligned with the
original vision, while the simplified geometry enhances clarity and presence.
New architectural lighting, combined with restored historic bronze light
standards, strengthens the sense of safety and approachability.
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The plinth also serves as a place of pause and gathering. The expanded
upper plinth and the relocation of the Calder sculpture from the central lawn
panel reinforce a visual dialogue with the Sculpture Garden across Seventh
Street, strengthening connections across the campus. Additional secondary
functions can be accommodated on the plinth, ensuring adaptability over
time. Within the central lawn panel, the preservation of the existing elms
guides a light-touch approach.

MATERIALITY

To the extent possible, the proposed design plans to salvage existing
historic site materials and, in some cases, to reuse them. The top priority for
reuse are the pitched-top Milford Granite curbs at the outer boundaries of
the current walk and drive, which are planned to be raised in elevation, but
to be replaced in nearly the same horizontal locations. The flat-topped
central curbs that currently define the seam between drive and walk will be
shifted to accommodate a widening of the pedestrian-zone.

The sloped walkways, low walls, stairs, and the plinth will maintain the same
material palette as the original design. Tennessee Pink Marble and Milford
Granite are intentionally used on horizontal and vertical surfaces, emulating
the original design intent of Pope.
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