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The Role of the Commission of Fine Arts 
by D A V I D E . F I N L E Y , Chairman 

On May 17, 1960, the Commission of Fine Arts 
w i l l have been in existence f i f t y years. Dur­
ing this time, it has had the benefit of the ser­
vices of 33 architects, 6 landscape architects, 
10 sculptors, 12 painters and 3 laymen inter­
ested in the fine arts, a l l of whom have been 
distinguished in their various professions and 
have been qualified to advise the Federal and 
District Governments on matters of art, as spe­
cif ied in the enabling Act (36 Slat., p . 371) and 
subsequent Executive Orders. The members of 
the Commission are appointed by the President 
of the United States to serve for four-year 
periods or until their successors are appointed 
and qual i f ied. They give their services with­
out pay in order that the government may have 
expert and disinterested advice in preserving 
and developing the beauty o l the nation's 
capital . 

The Commission of Fine Arts owes its existence 
largely to the efforts of the American Institute of 
Architects and to the reviva l of interest in 
Washington stimulated by the report of the 
Senate Park Commission of the District of 
Columbia in 1901. As a result, legislation was 
introduced establishing the Commission as an 
independent advisory body in the Executive 
Branch o l the Federal Government. The legis­
lation creating the Commission was sponsored 
in the Senate by Senator Elihu Root and in the 
House of Representatives by Congressman 
Samuel W . McCall. On the occasion of the 
celebration of the twenty-fif th anniversary of 
the establishment of the Commission, Senator 
Root spoke of the Importance and usefulness 
of the Commission, adding, "and so, without 
creation of any power of legal compulsion, 
there was brought to the service of the Govern­
ment, the authority of competent opinion upon 
questions of art arising in the course of ad­
ministration." 

The Commission has a lways adhered strictly 
to its terms of reference: to serve in an advis­

ory capacity concerning the special matters 
within its competence. The Commission has 
always believed that the value of its advice 
depended not only on professional qualifica­
tions and experience of its individual members, 
but also on their integrity in g iv ing their honest 
opinions on matters brought before them for 
advice. 

The Commission has been influential in mak­
ing Washington the beautiful city that exists 
today. It recognizes that it is faced now and 
in the future with equally great responsibility 
in guarding the future development of the city 
within the framework of the L'Enfant Plan. A 
multitude of problems press for solution, involv­
ing traffic, parking, expressways, slum clear­
ance, removing of temporary office buildings, 
the location of new buildings, increasing 
crowds of tourists and vulnerabi l i ty to bomb­
ing in time of war. Solutions of these prob­
lems w i l l necessarily involve changes in the 
physical aspects of the city—changes that must 
be carefully considered if we are to avoid de­
stroying the open spaces and things of beauty 
and historic interest that today make Washing­
ton a place of pilgrimage. Now, more than 
ever before, the Commission of Fine Arts must 
help to f ind the best way to do the things that 
must be done i i the beauty of the city is to be 
enhanced and not diminished. 
Decisions must be made wi th respect to parks 
and monumental areas, points of intersection, 
vistas and open spaces essential to the preser­
vation of the L'Enfant Plan. The elements of 
the Plan, which cannot be eliminated or en­
croached upon without vit iat ing the Plan as a 
whole, must be determined and protected. 
The L'Enfant Plan is the overall control that 
gives ultimate unity to the development of the 
city. In addition to decisions involving great 
public buildings and monuments, many cases 
come before the Commission for advice which 

(continued on page 2) 

Tax on New Construction 
In Montgomery Proposed 
A Financial Advisory Committee for the Mont­
gomery County Council has recently issued a 
report recommending addit ional sources of 
revenue for the county. Among the taxes pro­
posed is a capital improvement tax on a l l new 
construction in Montgomery County. 
Specifically the committee recommended that 
homes and apartment developments be taxed 
at the rate of S20 per $1000 value or cost. 
Commerical property which does not require 
the same capital facilities could be classified 
separately and a tax of SIO per SIOOO appl ied. 

The committee also recommended that reve­
nues from the sale of existing property be in­
creased and suggested that the present rec­
ordation tax of S I . 10 per S500 be raised to 
S5.00 per S500 of value. 

Also recommended was a provision that the 
builder or seller pay the new construction tax. 
According to the committee report: "This w o u l d 
prevent an unforeseen tax hit t ing the new own­
er unexpectedly. The tax w o u l d be added to 
the selling price of the property, unless ab­
sorbed by the seller, and would a l l o w f inancing 
of the increased cost, if necessary." 
As an alternative, " i n the event the combina­
tion package above is not acceptable" the 
committee recommended that a straight 1 % 
recordation (sometimes called real estate trans­
fer tax) be applied. This tax, the committee 
feels, should produce approximately 52,150,000 
above the current recordation tax y i e l d . The 
new construction tax package a n d addi t iona l 
tax on recording existing property sales is an­
ticipated to bring in about 53,000,000. 
The increasing need for capi ta l improvements, 
particularly schools, is given as the reason for 
the suggested tax. The report states: 

"In the cases of local streets, sani tary sewers, 
storm sewers and utiUty connections, there 
has been a pattern of requir ing the owners of 
new property to make an in i t i a l contr ibut ion to 
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NEXT REGULAR MEETING 
12 Noon, February 3. 1960 

Brook Farm Restaurant 
7101 Brookville Rd., Chevy Chase, M d . 

March Meeting — March 2, 1960 

February Featiue 
A t our next meeting on February 3, chapter 
members w i l l have briei ing v ia an A I A f i lm as 
to how the Institute plans to change its organi­
zational structure to better serve the individual 
architect in his problems. 

These proposed changes in the Institute or­
ganization w i l l be presented to the 1960 con­
vention for vote by the delegations. AH mem­
bers are urged to be present lor the showing 
so that the chapter can gel a clear expression 
of opinion Irom the members. Chapter dele­
gates to the convention w i l l then have chap­
ter direction on the guestion. 

Soule Appointed National 
AIA Committee Chairman 
Our Immediate Past President. Charles B. 
Soule, has been named chairman of the Mem­
bership Committee of the American Institute 
of Architects. 

Details of the committee s plans are not avai l­
able as we go to press, but rest assured that 
under Chuck's able direction the A I A commit­
tee w i l l be an active and constructive one dur­
ing the coming year. 

Jack Moore Displays 
New Masonic Lodge 
Chapter member Jack Moore reports completion 
of the Chillum Castle Lodge No. 186, AF and 
A M , Ray Park Estates, Chil lum Road, Prince 
Georges County—a brand new Masonic Lodge 
in the Washington area. 

The brick structure, which w i l l accommodate 
one hundred, also contains a basement recre­
ation room. 

Convention Goers: 
Please Advise 
I t is important that the President or the Secre­
tary know what members plan to attend the 
AIA Convention in San Francisco, which w i l l 
be held Apr i l 18 to 22, I960. 

The chapter is entitled to send five delegates 
and it is hoped that we w i l l have fu l l represen­
tation. Here are some of the events in store 
for those fortunate visitors to that delightful 
California city. 
Some two thousand architects from a l l parts 
of the country are expected to hear J. Robert 
Oppenheimer, director of the Princeton Insti­
tute of Advanced Studies, and Cyri l Northcote 
Parkinson, historian and author of "Parkinson's 
Law", among other well-known authorities in 
science and the humanities. 
Under the general theme "Expanding Horizons " 
the architects w i l l explore the trend of politi­
cal, economic, technological and philosophical 
developments so as to help the architectural 
profession to keep ahead of changes in the 
human environment. 

Oppenheimer's and Parkinson's speeches and 
those of philosopher Morton Gabriel White of 
Harvard and sociologist Wendell Bell of the 
University of California w i l l be related to archi­
tecture by panels of outstanding architects. 
The panels discussions and business meetings 
of the convention w i l l be held at San Fran­
cisco's new Masonic Temple. Convention head-
guarters w i l l be at the Mark Hopkins Hotel. 
The convention program also features the 
ceremonial Investitutre of newly elected Fel­
lows of the A I A and a President's Reception 
both at San Francisco's famous City Hal l . 
Other convention events include a tour through 
San Francisco and the Bay area's outstanding 
houses, and an "open house" party on San 
Francisco's historic Jackson Sguare. Conven­
tion goers are invited to participate in the 
host city's annual Black and White Symphony 
Ball . 

In the course of its Annual Dinner the A I A 
w i l l again present a Gold Medal to an out­
standing architect as we l l as the Institute's 
other awards. The R. S. Reynolds Memorial 
A w a r d , the Homes for Better Living Awards 
and other honors w i l l be presented at morning 
sessions. Winners of these awards have not 
yet been selected. 

Another convention feature is the exhibition of 
new building products at the Masonic Temple. 
There are 91 different product exhibits. 

February Spec School Set 
The Washington chapter of the Construction 
Specifications Institute w i l l hold its next meet­
ing on February 23 at 8:00 p.m. at the National 
Housing Center. 

Subject of the evening's discussion w i l l be: 
"Building Stone and Marble", wi th Charles J. 
Dorman as moderator. 

PV Annual Year To 
Remain the Same 
President Ben Elliott recently appointed a spe­
cial committee to consider the possibility of 
changing the Potomac Val ley annual year from 
the present June-June procedure to one starting 
in January wi th installation of officers in the 
new calendar year. 

The committee met and after discussing the 
pros and cons of such a move, came to the 
conclusion that no particular advantage would 
be gained by the change. 
Members of the committee, who are Ronald S. 
Senseman, Chairman and a past president; 
Charles B. Soule. past president; Ted Engle-
hardt, past president: and James T. Thomen, 
director, have been asked by Ben to stay on 
in the role of Chapter Affairs Committee and 
encourage a speakers bureau of the chapter 
wi th particular reference to career night ac­
tivities. 

TAXES 
(continued from page 1) 

the capital costs involved or support directly 
these costs through long-term front-foot benefit 
charges. There is, of course, a direct relation­
ship between the property and the beneits pro­
vided in these instances. A l l can readily be 
converted into dollar figures." 
The committee sees a direct relationship be­
tween the number of new businesses and resi­
dential developments in the county and the 
increasing demand for governmental services 
and the resultant reguiremenl for buildings to 
accommodate these service operations. 
Spelling out further, the report adds: "The 
major expenditures have been and wi l l con­
tinue to be for school construction; but new 
subdivisions and shopping centers also reguire 
new police stations, new fire stations and other 
new county buildings. Whi le it is true that 
these costs are not a lways readily traceable 
to a particular residence, it is statistically pos­
sible to show the average relationship." 
The report, which also recommends redistribu­
tion of income lax on a state level, reappor­
tionment of the sales tax, revision of personal 
property tax and a new ut i l i ty tax, is expected 
to come in for extended discussion by various 
civic and professional groups. 

FINLEY 
(continued from page I) 

involve seemingly tr ivial matters, such as the 
height and design of a store front facing the 
Mal l , as required in the Shipstead-Lue Act. 
Considered separately such matters have little 
importance. But a l l contribute to the realiza­
tion or the destruction of the L'Enfant Plan; 
and it is this Plan as a whole that makes the 
city of Washington, in its physical aspects, a 
capital worthy of a great nation. The devel­
opment of the city in such a w a y as to pre­
serve and enhance its beauty, constitutes the 
first charge on members of the Commission of 
Fine Arts. 


