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Designed in 1967-68 and constructed over the next three years, the Third Church
of Christ, Scientist, and Christian Science Monitor Building at Sixteenth and L streets,
N.W., constitute a complex of extraordinary architectural distinction for Washington,
D.C. — a design that is unusually rich in its development of form, detail, materials, and
space. It was the creation of I. M. Pei & Partners, one of the nation’s most prominent
architectural firms of the second half of the twentieth century. Although less well-known
nationally, and even locally, than the Pei firm’s more-or-less contemporary East Wing of
the National Gallery of Art (1968-78), the church complex evinces that same kind of
sophistication and refinement — a cool monumentality that nonetheless engages the
human scale; with bold, sculptural abstraction that also speaks to its environs comprised
of older, classical and classicizing buildings; a textural richness that is imbued with
precision.

While the Pei firm’s work of the 1960s and early 1970s exhibits a clear house
style, considerable variety in expression can be found as well. This range is due in part to
the personalities of the senior partners — then Pei, Henry Cobb, and Araldo Cossutta —
each of whom had charge of his own projects. But differences, too, came in response to a
variety of programmatic circumstances ranging from site to the demands of symbolic and
utilitarian functions, as evident in the National Center for Atmospheric Research in
Boulder, Colorado, of 1961-67 and the Rogers Memorial Library in Columbus, Indiana,
of 1963-69, both of which had Pei as the partner-in-charge.

The constraints and opportunities of a narrow, corner site in a prime, downtown
location as well as the two fundamentally different demands of quarters for the Third
Church and offices for the Monitor were key to the design of the Washington complex.
Visually, the church building appropriates the corner of the property and the public land
beyond, its octagonal form enhancing its sense of centrality and command of the environs
as a freestanding object. It is this urbanistic role no less than the fundamental form and
scale that Cossutta adapted from the Romanesque Baptistery in Florence, itself a







solution was developed to impart a sense of intimacy for a small congregation. At the
same time, since the 1920s, many of the denomination’s churches employed the
meetinghouse arrangement, the simplicity and New England origins of the eighteenth-
century prototypes held as desirable associations.

The centralized mass of sheer, reinforced concrete walls, the “rear” entry via a
plaza and away from the streets that define two of its boundaries, the cavernous lobby,
the narrow, ascending paths of entry, opening onto a dramatic, embracing, top-lit worship
space all recall one of the icons of modern architecture and twentieth-century religious
buildings, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Unity Temple in Oak Park, Illinois, of 1905-08.
Cossutta greatly admired the building and its architect, believing that the configuration
was optimal for the kind of space he desired. Unity Temple was not an overt model;
however, Cossutta indicated that it was likely in the back of his mind as the design’s
conceptualization and development progressed — the similarities, he maintained, were not
coincidental. At the same time, his vocabulary is wholly different. The scale and
simplicity of his space evoke a rational clarity and a monumentality that is quite unlike
the complex, embellished intricacies of Wright. The church building’s character was
intended to be consonant with the spirituality of the congregation it was to house, but also
was consistent with that of a number of other institutional and civic projects by the firm,
as seen in Pei’s Municipal Administration Building in Dallas of 1966-77.

Like much of the firm’s work, too, the church complex is superbly related to its
physical context and fulfills the congregation’s desire at that time of having a building
that would be befitting of its important site two blocks from the White House. While in
nearly all of its particular aspects, the design affords a contrast to many nearby buildings
on Sixteenth Street, most of them constructed during the four previous decades. That
contrast is manipulated to enhance the richness of the streetscape, but not to counter it. It
is more than color and mass that make the complex compatible with its neighbors, it a
grasp of the range in form and scale of the ensemble and a capacity to work in concert
with that spectrum absent any overt kind of reiteration of fundamental components of the
design. Pei also achieved this equilibrium with consummate eloquence in relating the
East Wing to its grand classical neighbors in the Federal Triangle and on the Mall, most
specifically to the main block of the National Gallery — with sharply contrasting
sequences of expansive mural wall surfaces, accentuated by sharp breaks in form with
intricate detail.

Pei set the stage for such contextualism with his Society Hill Towers in
Philadelphia of 1960-64, designed as a centerpiece of an urban renewal project that was
unique in retaining a major portion of the existing fabric. Pei not only used the multi-
paned windows that pervaded the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century houses
that were the object of the project’s retrieval as a leitmotif for his exteriors, he massed the
buildings as grand, classicizing piers that were antithetical to the slab form then prevalent
for high-rise residential buildings.

Born in the former Yugoslavia, trained at the Ecole de Beaux Arts, and
apprenticed to Le Corbusier, Cossutta joined Pei’s firm in 1956, a year after it was




organized. He became a partner in 1963, remaining with the office for another decade.
Cossutta’s participation began to exert a significant influence on the firm’s work at an
early stage. Both Pei and Cobb were products of Harvard’s Graduate School of Design,
completing their work in 1946 and 1949, respectively. Both were partial to the elegant
minimalism of the curtain wall expressing steel frame construction, as advanced by
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and well evident in Pei’s Mile High Center in Denver of
1954-56 and Cobb’s Place Ville Ste. Marie in Montreal of 1955-62. Cossutta was also a
GSD product, graduating in 1952, but his European background and, especially, his
exposure to Le Corbusier, whose Unite d’Habitation at Marseilles of 1946-52 you see
here, made him especially partial to the use of concrete to create a weighty sense of mass
in bold, sculptural forms. The presence of these two differing approaches to modernism
led to a synthesizing tendency for which the firm gained much of its reputation.

Well before he assumed partner status, Cossutta had charge of major projects in
which the amalgamation of the two spheres was clearly expressed, including the Denver
Hilton for William Zeckendorf (1958-60) and the Green Earth Sciences Building at MIT
of 1959-1964. That dual character remained evident in Cossutta’s work at L’Enfant
Plaza’s begun in the early 1960s, maturing to a more original style within a few years,
notably with the major additions to the Christian Science Center in Boston. The impact
on Pei and, to a lesser degree on Cobb, is evident in the schemes you have seen from
Philadelphia, Boulder, Columbus, and Fredonia, among other examples.

The Pei office has had significant ties to Washington since its earliest stage as
inhouse designers for Zeckendorf — here the Zeckendorf Plan for the Southwest
redevelopment area of 1953-54 — to the recently completed Air Force Memorial in
Arlington. The array of projects range from Town Center Plaza (1960-62) in the
Southwest, still reflecting a penchant for Miesian transparency, to the much later,
historicizing Holocaust Memorial Museum (1986-93) and the Ronald Reagan Building
(1994-98). Surveying this extensive record, the church complex certainly ranks as a
significant work created during the period when the firm was attracting widespread
national and international attention.

The church complex also fares well when compared with contemporary
Washington buildings of a somewhat similar genre, emphasizing corporeality with
massive forms, often in exposed concrete. The federal government was a major patron of
this sort of work, with the General Service Administration’s responding to President
Kennedy’s call for excellence in federal building design by commissioning a number of
the nation’s most prominent architects — here Marcel Breuer’s buildings for the
departments of Housing and Urban Development of 1963-69 and Health and Human
Services of a decade later, the Forrestal Building by Curtis & Davis of 1963-66 and the
Hoover Building by C. F. Murphy & Associates of 1969-72, the Smithsonian’s Hirshhorn
Museum by Gordon Bunshaft of SOM (1966-74) and Air and Space Museum by
Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum of 1972-76. The private sector contributed as well,
perhaps most conspicuously at Georgetown University’s Lavinger Library by John Carl
Warnecke of 1968-70 and most eloquently with Keyes, Lethbridge & Condon’s
Sunderland Building of 1968-69.



The church complex should also be considered as part of an impressive array of
religious edifices along Sixteenth Street, N.-W., beginning, at that avenue’s southern end,
with St. John’s P. E. Church, constructed in the 1810s, with additions from the 1880s —
on the left. The most intense church building activity along this corridor occurred from
the turn of the twentieth century through the 1920s with work of historicizing character —
here the Swedenborgian Church of the Holy City (1894-95), the Universalist National
Memorial Church (1928), the First Baptist Church, erected after World War Il in a
modern Gothic manner, All Souls Church (1923-24) and what was originally the Mount
Pleasant Baptist Church of 1926-27. Northern sections of Sixteenth Street include newer
houses of worship, such as Ohev Shalom — Talmud Torah Congregation of 1958-60 on
the left. Among modernist religious properties of the post-World War II era in
Washington, the Third Church and Monitor office building really have no comparisons.
Most examples are oriented to in-town or outlying neighborhoods, such as Christ Church
on Massachusetts Avenue of 1964-67, and were designed along entirely different
parameters. None approaches the exceptional high-style attributes with which the
Christian Science church complex is imbued.

That complex does, however, merit comparison with a number of modernist
churches in other parts of the country that were celebrated in their time by both the
architectural and liturgical presses, such as Breuer’s St. Francis de Sales in Muskegon,
Michigan of 1964-67 or St. John’s Abbey in Collegeville, Minnesota of 1958-61.
Breuer’s characteristically inventive and muscular use of reinforced concrete structure as
a basis for expression was counterpointed by others who explored the potential for thin-
shell concrete construction to define form and space, as with HOK’s Benedictine Priory
near St. Louis of 1957-62. Structural virtuosity made invisible and hence somewhat
mystical on the interior was used with unusual aplomb by Eero Saarinen at the North
Christian Church in Columbus, Indiana, of 1958-64.

While a comprehensive and detailed analysis of modern religious architecture in
the U.S. has yet to be written, we know enough to see that the Third Church complex is
distinguished as an original, indeed highly singular design — certainly at the local level,
but arguably, too, at the national level. Unlike most of the prominent examples of the
period, it eschews structural exhibitionism — inside and out — for a more reserved, but no
less vibrant, manipulation of form that at once emphasizes mass and surface. It offers
lyrical response to its program and to its setting. It offers homage to tradition while being
of a thoroughly modern cast. Yet unlike so many buildings of its era, this one has not
been reduced to the ranks of a period piece. Its many attributes are intrinsic; they
transcend time and place. This is a design that will likely foster awe, wonderment,
inspiration, and spirituality for generations to come.

In certain respects it parallels another Christian Science Church — one that
likewise was unorthodox in its time and received almost no publicity. That church, in
Berkeley, California, designed by Bernard Maybeck nearly a century ago, remained an
inconnu for decades. Only in the mid twentieth century did its exceptional qualities come




to be recognized beyond a small circle of admirers. Now it is appreciated internationally
as one of the great works of twentieth-century architecture.

Whether the Third Church complex will someday attain a comparable rank is
beside the point. Its design is of a caliber that will make it an enduring monument to the
human faith in God and the extraordinary power with which that faith can be expressed.
It will not be an easy building to maintain, but its many exceptional attributes warrant our
every effort to ensure that they can be appreciated by future generations.





