
 

 

 

 

 

TESTIMONY REGARDING 
LANDMARK DESIGNATION OF THE INTERIOR OF 

THE CORCORAN GALLERY OF ART 
CASE NO. 13-01 

 

I'm Sally Berk, testifying today on behalf of the Committee of 100 on the Federal 

City, the city-wide planning and preservation advocacy organization. 

 

We are in support of the nomination as submitted by the DC Preservation League 

and, additionally, designation of the two spaces identified in the staff report. 

 

We disagree, however, with the contention that "the number of similar spaces 

diminishes the individual distinctiveness of each." To the contrary, Ernest Flagg 

brilliantly considered the size, proportion, and relationship of each space (those 

that are not back-of-the-house spaces) so that there is no diminution of importance 

of any single space. As the staff report states, "The whole may be more than the 

sum of its parts." 

 

We vehemently disagree with the contention that "...spaces with which there are 

issues of integrity..." are not worthy of designation "because designation does not 

guarantee restoration." And, further, that "This evaluation is...consistent with the 

manner in which exteriors are considered for designation...that they be looked at as 

they stand today, and not as they might be restored in the future." Those of you 

who have been involved in preservation in Washington as long as I have might 

remember that, a quarter-century ago, the Greyhound Bus Terminal was an 

extremely unattractive building as the result of having been sheathed in the 1970s. 

It was slated for demolition. Minimal investigative demolition revealed that at least 

some of the iconic Art Moderne design remained. On the basis that, first, you save 

the building so that it might later be restored, the Greyhound Bus Station was 

designated. It was restored and today is a proud landmark of 11th Street and New 

York Avenue, NW. 

 

Based on the precedent set by the Greyhound, the basement of the Corcoran, as 

identified by DCPL, should be designated. As the staff report notes, "The 

basement...could certainly be a great space again." 
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Page 2: C100 testimony re: designation of the interior of the Corcoran Gallery of Art 

 

The four galleries at the southeast corner of the first floor - which staff recommends excluding from 

designation - although currently subdivided, could also be grand spaces again. Furthermore -- and this is 

an extremely important aspect of the Corcoran -- the galleries were designed as an enfilade, a sequence 

of spaces opening one to the other. In any building, this would be a significant element of the interior. In 

the case of the Corcoran, it is historically significant as one of the earliest galleries in the United States 

to employ the enfilade scheme.  Therefore, despite the fact that only the window and door surrounds, 

bases and cornices survive in those four galleries (as identified by the staff report), the spaces as Flagg 

designed them, are worth saving. 

 

Regarding the two first-floor galleries at the northwest corner of the atrium, although now compromised 

(as described in the staff report), if not designated they stand less chance of being restored. There is the 

risk that they would be combined or subdivided, thereby losing the proportions that Flagg so carefully 

orchestrated. 

The protection that C100 supports would in no way compromise GWU’s ability to use the Corcoran for 

arts education.  As the staff report says, there’s enough flexibility in the preservation ordinance to alter 

spaces for contemporary use.  The galleries, retained in their original configuration, can certainly serve 

as classrooms. 

The Corcoran could change ownership again – and again, and again.  Public access might be limited for 

one owner and generous by another, and change yet again. The Corcoran will surely outlive all of us. It 

is our responsibility to save it for generations to come; not to respond to the expediency of the moment. 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to comment. 
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