An Endangered American Building
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The National Park Service plans to remove the historically significant
Cyclorama Building at Gettysburg, designed by world-renowned
architect Richard Neutra. Preservationists are working world-wide to
save the structure.
•

The Cyclorama Center at Gettysburg National Military Park was designed by the firm of
Neutra & Alexander as part of the Park Service’s landmark Mission 66 program, a billiondollar postwar government initiative aimed at improving America's national parks with the
construction of new facilities.

•

As part of Mission 66, five parks were selected to host flagship projects designed by
prominent private architects:
o Wright Brothers National Monument, NC
o Dinosaur National Monument, UT
o Rocky Mountain National Park, CO
o Petrified Forest National Park, AZ
o Gettysburg National Military Park, PA

•

The building is among the finest public examples of modern architecture nationwide,
retains high integrity, and is eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.
It is a rare example of architect Richard Neutra’s institutional designs and is significant
within the range of federal buildings commissioned during America’s prosperous midtwentieth century boom years.

•

Citing a desire for new facilities, the Park Service recently opened a new visitor’s center
at Gettysburg. The Park Service has stopped maintaining the Cyclorama Center, and
plans to remove the building.

•

U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia, Report and Recommendation in Civil
Action, Recent Past Preservation Network, et al., Plaintiffs, v. John Latschar, et al.,
Defendants (abridged, dated 2009), found that
“Defendants failed to meet the procedural obligations required of federal
agencies under NEPA. The Park Service did not properly evaluate the sitespecific environmental impacts of demolition of the Cyclorama Center and did not
properly consider alternatives to demolition. These failures amount to both an
action unlawfully withheld and an action that is arbitrary, capricious, and
otherwise not in accordance with the law.”

•

Despite national and worldwide support for preservation of the Cyclorama Building, and
a concurrent rise of public interest in the mid century modern architecture of the United
States, the National Park Service has continually refused to re-consider its decade-old
decision to remove the building.

Support for Preservation
•

From the World Monuments Fund, 2006 Listing for 100 Most Endangered
Preservationists have labored for nearly a decade to save this building, one of the first
"visitor centers" ever built in the national park system and a landmark in the work of
famed architect Richard Neutra. The National Park Service, the primary public agency
charged with protecting significant American sites, has so far refused to preserve the
structure, one recognized by the U.S. National Register of Historic Places for "its
exceptional historic and architectural significance." The Cyclorama Center remains on a
short list for demolition; the Gettysburg National Battlefield Museum Foundation, a
private partner of the National Park Service and headed by Robert Wilburn, plans to raze
the structure.

•

From J. Carter Brown, Chairman, The Commission of Fine Arts, 1999
"The theme-park concept of falsely recreating a landscape that can never be put back to
1863 is an unconscionable intellectual travesty... Every conceivable effort should be
made to protect and restore this exceptional building."

•

American Institute of Architects (AIA), Historic Resources Committee, Resolution
to Preserve the Cyclorama Building, 16 March 2000
"[We view] with alarm the pending demolition of the Visitor Center and Cyclorama Building at
Gettysburg...it was, and is one of the most important buildings constructed by the NPS during the
20th century....This Committee...cannot condone the demolition of this nationally important 20th
century icon, designed by an internationally acclaimed 20th century architect, and urge that the
decision to demolish the building be reconsidered and reversed."

•

Sir Norman Foster, Architect, Foster and Partners architects and designers,
London, England, to the National Register of Historic Places, 20 October 2000
"The legacy of modern architecture by architects of the stature of Richard Neutra is
critical beyond your shores....Once gone it can never be returned....Here in Europe we
look to you for inspiration and leadership in more matters than heritage issues. It gives
me no satisfaction to tell you that if Neutra's building were here in the European Union it
would have been listed and preserved decades ago."

•

Susan Eisenhower, Co-Chairman, White House Millennium Council to Secretary of
the Interior, 23 January 2000
"Are we willing to tear this monument down simply because it was built by our generation
and therefore is somehow disposable? If left standing, I have no doubt that our
grandchildren will see the significance of Neutra's expression, just as we appreciate
today the impulse that prompted the construction of other battlefield monuments in times
past."

History
Mission 66 in the National Parks
•
•
•

•

Mission 66 was a federally-sponsored program to improve deteriorated and dangerous
conditions in the national parks, the result of a massive visitor boom after World War II.
Mission 66 projects began in 1956 and ended in 1966. During those ten years, more than
$1 billion was spent on infrastructure and other improvements in the parks.
Mission 66 planners and architects developed the concept of the "visitor center" to
streamline and standardize visitor services at federal parks nationwide. Approximately 100
new visitor centers were built during the ten-year program.
Mission 66 visitor centers have been recognized by the National Register of Historic Places
as significant historic structures and as important representatives of a new building type.

PROGRESS AND MODERNIZATION
Mission 66 represented the largest program for park improvements ever initiated by the National
Park Service and is one of the most significant federal undertakings of the twentieth century. In
1955, responding to mounting political and public pressure, Conrad Wirth, Director of the National
Park Service, proposed a ten-year building improvement program to regenerate and modernize the
national parks. New accommodations were desperately needed by 1966, the fiftieth anniversary of
the Park Service, to serve an expected eighty million annual visitors. With the goal-oriented
ideology of the project in mind and the proposed date of completion set, the committee chose the
name "Mission 66" for the program.
By the end of the billion-dollar program, the parks and the public enjoyed a wealth of modern
services, including 584 new comfort stations, 221 administrative buildings, 36 service buildings,
1,239 units for employee housing, and more than 100 new visitor centers. The Park Service also
acquired 78 additional park units under the program, an increase of almost forty percent over the
180 parks held in 1956. New parks authorized during Mission 66 included the Chesapeake & Ohio
Canal National Historical Park in Maryland and West Virginia; Frederick Douglass National Historic
Site in Washington, D.C.; Canyonlands National Park in Utah; and the Edison National Historic Site
in New Jersey.
Several of the most impressive building projects associated with the Park Service today resulted
from Mission 66 efforts. The Gateway Arch, designed by architect Eero Saarinen in 1949 for the
Jefferson National Expansion Memorial National Historic Site in St. Louis, remained unfinished until
Mission 66 funding permitted its completion. Another significant Mission 66 project is the Blue
Ridge Parkway, a 469-mile scenic road running through Shenandoah National Park in Virginia to
the Great Smoky Mountains National Park in North Carolina and Tennessee. Only about one-third
of the total planned distance had been finished when work stopped in the 1940s. Construction
began again under Mission 66, which contributed "better than 75 per cent of the cost" for the route.

The scenic Colonial Parkway connecting Jamestown to Williamsburg in Virginia was completed, as
was a seven-mile extension of the George Washington Memorial Parkway from Spout Run to the
Capital Beltway in Washington, D.C.

The Visitor Centers
The buildings of Mission 66 arose during the prosperous years of the mid-1950s. Post World War II
wealth and optimism led enormous numbers of Americans to pack their cars for visits to the
national parks. Once they arrived, tourists found small, rustic-style nature centers and museums
built by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s, often containing less than 500-square feet of
space and no interior bathrooms. The Park Service, unprepared for the onslaught, lacked a
systematic method and enough on-site rangers to communicate to visitors the importance of
preserving the geysers, forests, and wildlife. Tourists unwittingly (and some purposefully)
vandalized and abused resources at Yellowstone, the Grand Canyon, and other parks. By the early
1950s the crisis had grown to overwhelming proportions. In 1955, the Director of the National Park
Service, Conrad Wirth, envisioned a plan to improve conditions at the parks by developing modern
conveniences and implementing a system-wide method of educating the visiting public. A key
element in the new plan, named "Mission 66" was the introduction of the now ubiquitous "visitor
center."
The visitor center, a familiar building type constructed for use by private corporations and
governmental organizations alike, was created during the National Park Service Mission 66
program. Park Service planners, architects, and landscape architects devised the concept to
incorporate visitor facilities, interpretive programs, and administrative offices in one structure. In a
departure from the rustic-style buildings constructed by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC),
Mission 66 designers embraced a contemporary structural form for the new centers. As the
construction program continued, the distinctive and prominently located buildings became
emblematic of the massive improvement project and demonstrated the new commitment of the
Park Service to interpretation of park resources and accommodation of visitors and personnel.
Contrasting with the reserved residential character of the CCC administrative buildings, the Mission
66 visitor centers conveyed a bold commercial appearance to entice and attract visitors.
Prominently sited on major entry roads, the buildings became an instantly recognized feature of the
parks, advertising public service, orientation information, and other amenities. Modern materials
and design characterized the new park architecture, with open interior spaces and expansive areas
of glazing to provide views of nearby natural and cultural resources. The strikingly contemporary
buildings in the parks symbolized, for the visiting public and the agency itself, the achievements of
the Mission 66 program and a new era in the National Park Service.
Text courtesy Chris Madrid French, www.mission66.com

The Cyclorama Building (at far right, center) is one of a number of significant American modern
buildings whose future is not secure.
A number of the structures in this image are already lost, including the Riverview High School,
by Paul Rudolph and Pirelli Tire Company Headquarters by Marcel Breuer. Miami Marine
Stadium by Hilario Candela, was nominated to the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s 11
Most Endangered List and was recently saved from demolition. The mayor of Portland reversed
city plans to demolish the Memorial Coliseum by Skidmore Owings and Merrill, and the sons of
Richard Neutra (Raymond and Dion) are working with building steward Cal Poly Pomona and a
number of allied organizations to protect and promote the Neutra home and studio in Los
Angeles, known as the VDL Research House.
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Background Materials
•

•
•
•
•
•

Determination of Eligibility Notification for the Gettysburg Cyclorama Building, for
listing on the National Register of Historic Places. Note four other Mission 66
visitor centers are listed here also, including the Neutra-designed Painted Desert
Community at Petrified Forest National Park in Arizona, dated 24 September
1998.
Letter from James V. Hansen, Chairman, Subcommittee on National Parks and
Public Lands, to National Park Service, dated 7 May 1999.
Letter from Susan Eisenhower to Secretary of the Interior, 23 January 2000.
Letter from internationally noted architect Frank Gehry, in support of
preservation, to National Park Service, dated 13 November 2000.
List of 100 Most Endangered Sites 2006, World Monuments Fund, demonstrating
international recognition of Gettysburg Cyclorama Building, its significance, and
its endangered status.
U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia, Report and Recommendation in
Civil Action, Recent Past Preservation Network, et al., Plaintiffs, v. John
Latschar, et al., Defendants (abridged, dated 2009).

Photographs, history, letters of support and more documents can be downloaded
from www.mission66.com/cyclorama
For more information, contact: Yolita Rausche, 216-469-0615,
yrausche@sbcglobal.net

