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Meridian Hill Park
The Making of an American Neoclassical Landscape

ELIZABETH BRABEC

—

ROM PUBLIC PARKS TO PRIVATE RESIDENCES, THE

most dominant style in landscape architecture at
the turn of the last century was neoclassical. Spurred
by the architecture and landscape architecture at the
World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, the desire
for neoclassical design in cities and towns developed
into the City Beautiful Movement. This design
movement was so strong that it dominated the form
and design of public parks for most of the first half
of the twentieth century.'

Although neoclassical design borrowed liberally
from its European precedents—Italian Renaissance,
Baroque, and French Formal styles—an in-depth
analysis of Meridian Hill Park in Washington, D.C.,
provides an understanding of the development of a
uniquely American style of formal landscape design.
Personal photograph collections and design sketch-
es made during two trips to Italian Renaissance and
French Formal gardens by the park’s designers reveal
the key European influences at Meridian Hill Park.*
Rather than copying the great European gardens,
Meridian Hill Park reinterprets them in the context
of American technology and culture in the early
twentieth century. Examination of the influences of
the park’s designers and administrators during the
twenty-six years of its development illuminates the
continuum of the park’s creation and provides sig-
nificant insights into the changing design paradigm
of the time.

Meridian Hill Park is considered the most
ambitious neoclassical public park ever conceived in
the United States.? Located approximately one and
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one-half miles north of the White House, it is one
of Washington’s most significant public parks.
Bounded on the west by Sixteenth Street, on the east
by Fifteenth Street, on the south by W Street, and on
the north by Euclid, the park is located in an ethni-
cally and economically diverse neighborhood con-
sidered only marginally safe a decade ago. Since then
a partnership between the National Park Service and
the Friends of Meridian Hill has improved the park’s
safety and returned its use to the neighborhood res-
idents. The park was designated a National Historic
Landmark in 1994 as “an outstanding accomplish-
ment of early 20th-century Neoclassicist park design
in the United States.* Originally envisioned as “a
classical villa landscape at the center of a vibrant and
interesting residential neighborhood,” the park con-
tinues to play an important role in the area’s physi-
cal and social landscape.® The document prepared
at the time of the Landmark designation states;

The scope and ambition of Meridian Hill Parlk set
it apart; the idea of creating a Renaissance villa
landscape in the middle of an American city to
serve as a public park and cultural institution has
no parallel. The park is perhaps the most ambi-
tious and successful example of Neoclassical park
design in the United States, and it is an example
of extremelv high artistic merit of the adaptation
of Renaissance and Baroque landscape design
principles to the municipal park. The breadth of
its ambition, its remarkable integrity, and the
masterful sureness of its design and construction
single it out for recognition.”






