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National Air and Space Museum – East End Project     October 2021 
Assessment of Effects on Historic Resources – DRAFT 
 
Criteria of Adverse Effect 

This document provides an assessment of effects on historic resources associated with the National Air 
and Space Museum East End Project.  Effect assessments are based on the criteria of adverse effect as 
defined in the implementing regulations of Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (36 CFR 
Part 800).  The criteria of adverse effect are defined as follows: 

An adverse effect is found when an undertaking may alter, directly or indirectly, any of the 
characteristics of a historic property that qualify the property for inclusion in the National 
Register of Historic Places in a manner that would diminish the integrity of the property’s 
location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, or association.  Consideration shall be 
given to all qualifying characteristics of a historic property, including those that may have been 
identified subsequent to the original evaluation of the property’s eligibility for the National 
Register.  Adverse effects may include reasonably foreseeable effects caused by the undertaking 
that may occur later in time, be farther removed in distance or be cumulative (36 CFR § 
800.5(a)(1)).  

Effect assessments were considered within the below Area of Potential Effects, the geographic area in 
which the project may directly or indirectly result in alterations to the character or use of historic 
properties.   
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Project Background 
 
The National Air and Space Museum (NASM) is a large museum building occupying three city blocks at 
7th Street SW on the south side of the National Mall in Washington, DC.  The Modernist style building 
was designed by Gyo Obata of Hellmuth, Obata, and Kassabaum, and opened to the public in 1976 as 
part of the Nation’s Bicentennial celebration. 
 

    
National Air and Space Museum, south and west elevations, 2016.       Restaurant addition, 2020. 
 
In 1988 a restaurant addition was added to the east end of the building, also designed by Obata.  The 
addition is a glass pavilion and cruciform in plan and included alterations to the east terrace of the site.  
A Determination of Eligibility (DOE) was completed in 2021 for the NASM to evaluate its individual 
eligibility for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  The DOE found NASM eligible under 
National Register Criteria A, C, and Criteria Consideration G, with a period of significance of 1976, the 
year the museum was completed.  The Restaurant Addition and other later alterations to the NASM 
were determined compatible with the character of the building and site, but they do “not rise to the 
same level of significance as the original design” and do not contribute to the NASM’s significance.   
 
The Smithsonian Institution is planning a project to demolish the restaurant addition and construct a 
future addition to the NASM for a pan-Institutional learning center.  The demolition of the restaurant 
addition is the subject of this undertaking.  The NASM is a contributing element to the National Mall 
Historic District listed in the National Register of Historic Places.  The NASM contributes to the National 
Mall only under Criterion A, and this effect assessment considers only how the demolition of the 
restaurant addition will effect the historic character of the National Mall.  Per the DOE and period of 
significance of 1976, the demolition of the restaurant addition does not have an adverse effect on the 
significance of the Air and Space building or its individual eligibility for the National Register of Historic 
Places. 
 
National Mall Historic District 
 
The National Mall Historic District meets National Register Criterion C (properties that embody the 
distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or that represent the work of a 
master, or that possess high artistic values) for the period 1791 to 1965.  The NASM constructed in 1976, 
falls outside of this period of significance, and does not contribute to the District under Criterion C. 
 
The National Mall is nationally significant under National Register Criterion A (properties associated with 
events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of American history) in the areas 
of entertainment and recreation, ethnic heritage, politics and government, education, and social history 
for the period 1791 to the present.  The National Mall is locally significant under Criterion A in the areas 
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of entertainment and recreation for the period 1791 to the present.  The NASM contributes to the 
District under Criterion A, and is part of the buildings, sites, structures, and objects within that add to 
this character and historic associations. 
 
The National Mall meets Criterion A for politics/government, ethnic heritage, and social history as the 
site of demonstrations of rights of free assembly and free speech related to important issues in the 
nation’s history, and as the symbolic core of American government.  Smithsonian buildings, National 
Gallery buildings, and other Federal buildings form the north-south boundaries of the main gathering 
space of the National Mall, and form the backdrop of significant public events. 
 
The National Mall consists of a wide central lawn flanked by four rows of mature American elm trees.  
Most of the elm trees vary in height between 60-80’, which creates a visual screen between the central 
green space and the buildings fronting Jefferson and Madison Drives.  Building rooflines and 
monumental building masses form the backdrop setting for the Mall’s associations with Criterion A in 
the areas of politics/government, ethnic heritage, and social history.  The elm tree cover largely 
obscures the restaurant addition in the backdrop setting, however, the demolition of the addition will 
alter the setting and is an adverse effect on this characteristic of the historic district. 
 

 
National Mall Landscape Plan. 
 

    
Iraq War Protest, 2007.                Inauguration of President Obama, 2009. 
 
The National Mall meets Criterion A for entertainment/recreation and education, as the site of the 
Smithsonian Institution and the National Gallery of Art, and the site of continuing recreation in the form 
of museum and memorial visitation.  The restaurant addition is operationally and functionally separate 
from the NASM, and its development was not an expansion of the NASM’s exhibition and programs.  
The demolition of the restaurant addition does not diminish the NASM’s educational purpose, and does 
not have an adverse effect on this characteristic of the historic district. 



    

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
NASM East End Project  4 

 
The National Mall has specific views and visual relationships that contribute to the significance of the 
historic district.  The annotated aerial photograph below notes the significant views.  The vista along 4th 
Street SW is considered significant, and the restaurant addition is prominently visible as pedestrians 
pass the NASM moving north.  The NASM frames the 4th Street vista as the street passes the site and is 
elevated above the street due to the steep grade change at the east end of the site. The demolition of 
the restaurant addition is an adverse effect on the setting of 4th Street and character of the vista. 
 

 
Annotated aerial photograph of the National Mall.  The location of the NASM is noted with a blue outline, and the 
significant views and visual relationships noted with yellow arrows. 
 

 
Visibility of the restaurant addition from the sidewalk of 4th Street SW. 
 
The NASM is sited on center with the National Mall’s 6th Street axis, also a significant vista in the Historic 
District, and is in a symmetrical relationship with the National Gallery of Art’s west building.  The 
National Gallery’s marble projections align with the NASM’s receding steel and glass planes.  The 
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restaurant addition aligns with an outdoor National Gallery exhibition area, and the demolition of the 
restaurant addition will have “no adverse effect” on the historic reciprocal relationship between the two 
buildings.   
 

 
National Mall aerial view.  Red arrow notes the 6th Street axis and reciprocal relationship between the National Gallery portico 
and the NASM center glass atrium gallery. 
 
Conclusion 
The National Mall is nationally significant under National Register Criterion A (properties associated with 
events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of American history) in the areas 
of entertainment and recreation, ethnic heritage, politics and government, education, and social history 
for the period 1791 to the present.  The National Mall is locally significant under Criterion A in the areas 
of entertainment and recreation for the period 1791 to the present.  The NASM contributes to the 
District under Criterion A, and is part of the buildings, sites, structures, and objects within that add to 
this characteristic and historic associations.  The demolition of the restaurant addition alters the 
National Mall setting and the 4th Street vista, resulting in an adverse effect on historic 
resources.  The demolition of the restaurant addition has “no adverse effect” on the 6th Street 
vista and reciprocal relationship between the NASM and the National Gallery of Art West 
Building. 
 
 
 


