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Norman Foster’s Glass Canopy
That Revitalized an American
Cultural Landmark
BRITTANY WICKHAM WALKER

ABSTRACT—Once described by Walt Whitman as “the noblest of Washington buildings,” the Patent Office Building
in Washington, D.C., is still considered one of the greatest examples of Greek Revival architecture in the United States.
Originally used to store the country’s first patent models and paperwork, the building now houses the Smithsonian
Institute’s Donald W. Reynolds Center for American Art and Portraiture. Between 2004 and 2007, the Smithsonian
Institute hired the architecture firm Foster + Partners to design an addition to the courtyard of the building. The renowned architect Norman Foster led the effort to build an undulating glass canopy that connects the four wings of the
building and protects the interior courtyard.
This essay analyzes the appropriateness of this intervention from the perspectives of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and other, international preservation doctrines. Foster’s glass canopy allows the public to enjoy the building in a new
way, under all weather conditions and at any time of the year. The addition revitalized one of the country’s most important
buildings while complying with the American Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and multiple international standards, adding deeper social and architectural significance to one of America’s cultural treasures.

L

ocated in Chinatown in Washington, D.C., the
Patent Office Building, which is now known as
the Donald W. Reynolds Center for American Art
and Portraiture, houses two of the Smithsonian Institute’s
most popular museums: the National Portrait Gallery
and the Smithsonian American Art Museum. The building occupies an entire city block, surrounded by Seventh
Street NW, Ninth Street NW, F Street, and G Street. This
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Greek Revival–style building was originally designed by
Robert Mills and built between 1836 and 1868 to house
the Patent Office Building for the U.S. government. In
2007, Norman Foster completed a canopy addition to this
socially significant historic building. This essay analyzes
the appropriateness of this intervention from the perspective of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and
other, international preservation doctrines.
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Fig. 1. Robert Mills, architectural drawing of site plan and of Patent Office Building courtyard, post-1933.
(Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS DC,WASH,503-1.)

Fig. 2. Mills, architectural drawing of Patent Office Building courtyard, post-1933.
(Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS DC,WASH,503-3.)
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HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE
During the early years of the Industrial Revolution the
U.S. government needed a large, fireproof building to
house paperwork and models related to new inventions
(Figure 1). Construction of the Patent Office Building
began after President Andrew Jackson signed legislation
in 1836 (Mortice 2007). Although William P. Elliot and
Ithiel Town played a primary role in the building’s design, the president appointed Robert Mills as the leading
architect on the project due to his experience with fireproofing public buildings and in civic architecture and
engineering (Evelyn 1989, 26).
The Patent Office Building was designed borrowing elements of civic architecture, including a double loaded
corridor plan that featured windows on the exterior as
well as the interior walls of the three-story building, with
a 28,000-square-foot courtyard in the center (Figure 2).
The building was “the largest Greek Revival public building undertaken by the United States Government in the
nineteenth century” and “achieved a unity of design and
boldly simple monumentality unsurpassed in American
civil architecture” (Morton 1971). The plan developed
by Elliot and Town and originally executed by Mills embraced Federal-style architecture while utilizing the most
current fireproofing technology. Composed primarily of
sandstone, marble, and granite, each wing of the building
differs slightly in composition due to the materials available at the time.
Due to the Civil War and financial setbacks, the building was constructed wing by wing. The south wing of
the building, the Patent Office’s main entrance, was the
first to be completed in 1842 under the supervision of
the architect Robert Mills (Figure 3). The building was
composed of Virginia freestone and sandstone, and Mills
used barrel-vaulted bays, groin vaults, and brick to help
fireproof the wing. This monumental south facade included a central Greek Doric portico, 2 rows of 8 columns deep, extended on both sides by 7 identical bays.
Each fluted column measured 6 feet in diameter and 32
feet in height (Morton 1971). William P. Elliot and Ithiel
Town designed this portico to identically match the proportions of the Parthenon in Greece, a decision that Mills
carried out during construction. This symbolic gesture
to emulate the Parthenon “saluted the grassroots democracy of ancient Greece—a vision more in keeping with
Jackson’s own political ideals” (Goodheart 2006). Four
years into construction, the U.S. Patent Office moved
into the building with paperwork, patent models, and
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Fig. 3. Mills, Patent Office Building, south front view from
the southwest, post-1933. (Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, HABS DC,WASH,503-38.)

Fig. 4. Mills, Patent Office Building, interior of model hall
looking east, post-1933. (Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS DC,WASH,503-25.)
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other important government documents, including the
Declaration of Independence (Figure 4).
Between 1849 and 1855, the east wing was built, originally housing the U.S. Department of the Interior. Mills
began construction of this wing, but was replaced by the
architect Thomas U. Walter, then Architect of the Capitol, in 1851. Between 1852 and 1857, the west wing was
built under the supervision of Walter and his assistant,
Edward Clark (Morton 1971). The east and west wings
were composed of marble from Maryland, and were
nearly identical in design. A Greek Doric portico of six
columns stood at the center of both facades, flanked on
each side by eight identical bays. In 1856, construction
began on the north wing, composed primarily of granite, and was overseen by Edward Clark. During the development of this wing, however, the Civil War forced
construction to come to a halt, and financial setbacks
prevented the last portion of the building from reaching
completion until 1868, thirty-two years after the building’s design was approved. Once completed, the north
wing was nearly identical to the south wing, with the exception of the portico, which displayed only one row of
eight columns (Figure 5). The last wing of the building
was completed by Thomas U. Walter, and the total cost of
constructing the Patent Office Building totaled $2.3 million (Kennicott 2007).

During the Civil War, the building was used as a
morgue and hospital, where volunteers like Walt Whitman tended to Union soldiers after the Battles of Bull
Run, Antietam, and Fredericksburg (Figure 6). In March
1865, President Abraham Lincoln held his second inaugural ball on the third floor of the Patent Office Building (Morton 1971). The building also served as the first
national gallery, housing works of art on the third floor.
After ninety-two years of occupancy, the Patent Office
moved out of the building in 1932 to a smaller location.
The Civil Service Commission moved into the building
that year and remained for thirty-one years before moving out in 1963. Around this time, a plan for a parking
lot was proposed for the location, and the Old Patent
Office Building was slated for demolition. In a bold effort for the historic preservation movement, President
Dwight D. Eisenhower saved the building from demolition (Morton 1971). The U.S. Congress gave the building
to the Smithsonian Institute, and in 1968, the National
Portrait Gallery and the Smithsonian American Art Museum opened to the public.
Today, the Patent Office building is still used for a civic
purpose, to house the Smithsonian Institute’s Donald W.
Reynolds Center for American Art and Portraiture. Because of its fireproof construction, the building remains
an ideal location to house two of the Smithsonian’s most

Fig. 5. Lithograph of exterior view of Patent Office Building with carriage traffic and pedestrians, 1865-69. E. Sachse & Co.
(Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LC-USZC2-1302.)
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Fig. 6. Wood engraving of sleeping bunks of the First Rhode Island Regiment at the Patent Office Building, 1861. Harper’s
Weekly. (Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-59276.)
popular museums, the National Portrait Gallery and the
Smithsonian American Art Museum. Once described by
Walt Whitman as “the noblest of Washington buildings,”
it is still considered one of the greatest examples of Greek
Revival architecture in the United States (Foster + Partners 2007).
AN ANALYSIS OF NORMAN FOSTER’S ADDITION
Between 2004 and 2007, the Smithsonian Institute
hired the architecture firm Foster + Partners, led by the
renowned architect Norman Foster, to design an addition to the courtyard of the building (Figure 7). Foster’s
canopy was created using 864 double-glazed glass panels, supported by an undulating steel structure (Foster +
Partners 2007). The canopy connected to the roof of the
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building beyond the visible edges of the courtyard, which
allowed the element both to integrate with the architecture of the building and to protect the courtyard from
the weather (Figure 8). This transformed the courtyard
into a space that could be used at any time of the year,
rather than its former use as an area only used in fair
weather. The courtyard was designed to operate “like an
outside space in its ambiance and volume, with mature
trees, planting and a low-level water feature, but [with]
the benefits of an interior space climate controlled and
comfortable all year round” (Foster + Partners 2007).
Along with the benefits of year-round use of the space,
the canopy also provided reflections and shadows that
changed daily due to the weather (Figure 9). Lighting elements integrated into the canopy’s structure allowed the
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courtyard to be lit at night. After the completion of the
addition, the building was named one of the “New Seven
Wonders of the World” by Condé Nast Traveler magazine
(“New Seven Wonders of the World” 2008).
HOLISTIC APPROACH

Fig. 7. Mills, Patent Office Building, interior courtyard from
the east, post-1933. (Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS DC,WASH,503-2.).

Foster’s addition to the building does not appear to deter from the building as a whole. The architect’s philosophy begins with “a holistic approach to architecture—one
that sees buildings as the sum of all the systems at work
within them.” From there, Foster comments that “structure, form and materials have their part to play in this”
(Sykes 2007, 278). The architect’s approach to the old Patent Office Building is respectful, and the addition treats
the building as a cultural artifact, one that is protected
by a glass canopy. This philosophy is in keeping with
the German term Gesamtkunstwerk, “the unity resulting
from the cooperation of the various arts and crafts that
combine to make a monument and cannot be divided
from it” (Philippot 1996, 271). Foster places importance
on the cultural document as a whole, respecting the rich
heritage that precedes the addition.
INTEGRITY AND DIFFERENTIATION

Fig. 8. Norman Foster, glass canopy addition to the Post
Office Building, 2014. (Photograph by Natalia Sanchez
Hernandez.)

Fig. 9. Foster, interior courtyard addition to the Post Office
Building illustrating shadows, 2014. (Photograph by Natalia
Sanchez Hernandez.)
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Due to several restoration efforts and constant maintenance by the Smithsonian Institute, the exterior of the
Patent Office Building retains high integrity. When a fire
in 1877 destroyed portions of the north and west wings,
the architects Adolf Cluss and Paul Schulze, “who also
designed the Arts and Industries Building of the Smithsonian Institution, were retained to repair the damage”
(Morton 1971). This restoration, as well as future renovations by the firm Faulkner, Fryer, & Faulkner, “remained
faithful to the original exterior design” (Morton 1971).
The building was named a U.S. National Historic Landmark under the theme of “Science, Discovery, and Invention” in 1965 and was additionally recognized under the
“Architecture” theme seven years later (Morton 1971).
The structure was added to the U.S. National Register
of Historic Places in 1966. The building, “more than
any other American building of its time, reflect[s] the
achievements and ambitions of the American nation ...
its classical stone façade [is] a simple and powerful statement of the expected durability of American institutions,
just as its austere and utilitarian interior design [speaks]
of republican practicality and taste” (Evelyn 1989, 35).
Norman Foster’s addition to the Donald W. Reynolds
Center for American Art and Portraiture is consistent
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Fig. 10. Foster, interior courtyard addition of the Post
Office Building, 2014. (Photograph by Natalia Sanchez
Hernandez.)
with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. In cooperation with the ninth standard, the
canopy is differentiated from the old (U.S. Department of
the Interior). The glass and steel of the addition are clearly
differentiated from the stone of the Federal-style architecture that is shown in the courtyard, neither replicating elements of the building nor creating a false sense of historic
development (Figure 10). This difference in materials is
key to the success of the addition, following the eleventh
article of the Venice Charter. The addition respects “contributions of all periods to the building of a monument ...
since unity of style is not the aim of a restoration” (International Council on Monuments and Sites 1964). Foster’s
glass canopy does not attempt to unite the differences in
the building materials or design.
APPROPRIATE MATERIALS, DESIGN, SCALE,
AND MASSING
The canopy’s materials, glass and steel, are appropriate
for the addition. The transparency of the glass does not
deter from the original building materials, allowing the
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sunlight to illuminate the courtyard without competing
with the Federal-style building materials of the building
wings. In response to his approach to the addition, Foster
commented that “given the importance of the Old Patent
Office, the design was wholly driven by a deep respect for
the existing building. It was decided that it should not
touch the building at any point but instead float above it
like a cloud over the courtyard” (“New Seven Wonders
of the World” 2008). In 2006, a representative from the
Smithsonian Institute wrote that “it wasn’t betraying the
building at all, but would bring in our own century’s exuberance” (Goodheart 2006).
Foster’s addition does not detract from the massing or
setting of the building, as it adds little height and cannot
be seen from street level. The addition is consistent with
the sixth article of the International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites, the
Venice Charter, which states that “no new construction,
demolition or modification which would alter the relations of mass and colour must be allowed” (International
Council on Monuments and Sites 1964). Due to the glass
used in the canopy, the color of the original structure is
not affected. The transparency of the canopy is in keeping with the thirteenth article of the same document,
which states that “additions cannot be allowed except in
so far as they do not detract from the interesting parts
of the building, its traditional setting, the balance of its
composition and its relation with its surroundings.” Foster’s initial proposal was to elevate the canopy several
feet higher than it exists today, but it was agreed that the
added height would be visible at street level. As it stands
today, the undulating glass canopy is not visible at street
level from any of the building’s four facades and is only
visible in the courtyard space.
CONTEMPORARY LANGUAGE
The addition is also consistent with the tenth standard
of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. Since the canopy is elevated from the structure and
supported by thin, aluminum-clad columns, the element
is reversible and can be removed in the future. Removing
this feature would leave the original building unimpaired
(U.S. Department of the Interior). A representative of the
Smithsonian Institute claims that the undulating design
of the canopy is not only aesthetically appealing, but requires less steel than a flat roof would need to support the
weight. He said that “every member of the roof is acting
structurally” (Mortice 2007).
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Foster + Partners uses their application of technology
and respect for historic preservation to address the question: “How do you carefully renovate a famed historic
building’s courtyard while adding an atrium that effectively evolves its contemporary form from Neoclassical
surroundings?” (Mortice 2007). The addition implements modern technology, particularly the use of an undulating steel grid, in alignment with the mission of the
Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings. The mission states that “new work should express modern needs
in a modern language,” and that “these are the only terms
in which new can relate to old in a way which is positive
and responsive at the same time” (Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings).
REVITALIZATION AND IMPACT
A popular cultural attraction, the Donald W. Reynolds
Center for American Art and Portraiture brings visitors
from around the world. Norman Foster’s glass canopy allows the public to enjoy the building in a new way, under
all weather conditions and at any time of the year. The
addition was truly transformational, creating a space that
helped to form ties between historic preservation and the
Smithsonian, one of the world’s leading cultural institutes. By providing a year-round gathering space for the
museums, Foster’s addition created a socially beneficial
use for an otherwise underutilized space. This follows
the fifth article of the Venice Charter, which states that
conservation “is always facilitated by making use of them
for some socially useful purpose” (International Council on Monuments and Sites 1964). As the canopy does
not change the “layout or decoration of the building,” the
canopy adds social use while respecting the rich history
of the old Patent Office Building (International Council
on Monuments and Sites 1964).
While it no longer houses patent offices and models,
the building still stands in Washington, D.C., as a strong
example of Greek Revival architecture and a monument
to the nation’s history of scientific and industrial discovery. Foster + Partners succeeded in “[celebrating] the historic fabric of the building while transforming the visitor
experience of the galleries and providing the city with its
largest event space” (Foster + Partners 2008). Norman
Foster’s addition to the Donald W. Reynolds Center for
American Art and Portraiture helped revitalize one of
the country’s most important buildings while complying
with the American Secretary of the Interior’s Standards
for Rehabilitation and multiple international standards,
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adding deeper social and architectural significance to
one of America’s cultural treasures.
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