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DOWNTOWN

ORPHÉE BY MARC CHAGALL
Chagall’s secret garden mosaic
National Gallery of Art Sculpture Garden
Constitution Avenue at Ninth Street, NW
nga.gov
Monday to Saturday 10am to 5pm; Sunday 11am to 6pm 
Metro: Green or Yellow Lines to Archives–Navy Memorial–Penn Quarter

24

Beyond the Bunyanesque sculpture of a typewriter eraser and brush 
in the Northwest corner of the National Gallery of Art Sculpture 

Garden is a secluded magnolia grove evoking the Georgetown garden 
of arts patrons John and Evelyn Nef, its centerpiece the mosaic, Orphée. 
Marc Chagall conceived of the idea during a 1968 visit he and wife Vava 
made with their friends the Nefs. Wanting to gift them with artwork, 
he remarked, “The house is perfect as is. But I will do something for the 
garden: a mosaic.”  

Mrs. Nef anticipated, perhaps, a small plaque, but when she and her 
husband viewed the maquette, a “wonderfully colored gouache painting” 
in a visit to Chagall’s Cap d’Antibes atelier the following year, they were 
surprised to learn that the finished Orphée would stand 10 feet by 17 feet. 
As Italian mosaicist Lino Melano executed the work in Murano glass, 
Carrara marble, and colored stones, the Nefs built a 30-foot brick wall for 
their 28th and N Street garden to anchor the forthcoming masterpiece. 
With the Chagalls in attendance, the Nefs celebrated the installation of 
the work – the only privately installed outdoor mosaic by the artist in the 
United States – on November 1, 1971.

Of the principals involved only “Evvie” Nef lived to see the 21st 
century. Upon her 2009 passing, she bequeathed some 100 works of art, 
including the monumental mosaic to the National Gallery of Art. An 
exacting, nearly four-year conservation process brought Orphée which 
takes its name from the myth of Orpheus (depicted in a portion of the 
mosaic) from the Nef ’s private garden into full public view in a quiet 
setting that emulates the intimacy of its original home.

NEARBY
Knife edge
Architect I.M. Pei, confronting the trapezoidal shape of the plot selected 
for the NGA East Building, found a design solution and unifying motif 
in the isosceles triangle (two sides 
of equal length). The “Knife Edge” 
at 4th Street and Madison Drive is 
precisely 19.47 degrees, forming the 
corner of one of the two triangles 
which comprise the structure of 
the building. Repeated throughout 
the interior, find the base to side 
proportion of 1:1.5 in the skylights, 
marble paving tiles, and more.
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DOWNTOWN

TIFFANY FAVRILE™ RED CROSS 
MEMORIAL WINDOWS
Largest suite of in situ Tiffany Favrile™ windows in  
a secular setting 
American Red Cross National Headquarters
430 17th Street NW
redcross.org search “Tiffany windows”
Guided tours Wednesdays and Fridays, 11am and 2pm, by reservation only at 
tours@redcross.org
Admission: Free
Metro: Red line to Farragut North or Blue line to Farragut West

29

With a grudge against Louis Comfort Tiffany, irate incoming 
President Teddy Roosevelt ordered the removal of a resplendent 

Tiffany glass screen commissioned in 1885 for the White House entrance 
hall. But the Executive Mansion isn’t the only game in town; nearby 
another white edifice, the National Headquarters of the American Red 
Cross, glistening in Vermont marble, holds a sublime tribute in Favrile™ 
glass from Tiffany Studios.

A welcoming docent guides you up a magnificent marble staircase, 
past Red Cross founder Clara Barton’s journal and sewing kit among 
other effects and on to the Board of Governors Hall. Beyond the 
display of gifts presented to the organization is a triptych of windows 
commemorating the heroic women who ministered to the fallen during 
the Civil War. Designed by Louis C. Tiffany, son of the famed jeweler, 
it was constructed of gem-like Favrile™ glass in his Tiffany Studios. 
Though Tiffany is often credited with developing the Favrile™ technique 
(embedding color into the glass rather than coating the surface) that 
honor belongs to Arthur J. Nash, his chief chemist.

The only surface treatment is in the delicately painted skin tones and 
encrusted glass stones. Upon close inspection, spot them in the horse’s 
bridle and the flame of Saint Philomena’s lamp. In the west panel, the 
martyred virgin saint of desperate cases is surrounded by representations 
of the virtues Faith, Hope, Charity, and Mercy. The east panel depicts 
Una, wife of the Redcrosse knight from Edmund Spenser’s 16th-century 
allegory, The Faerie Queene. The roses flowing over her apron symbolize 
a generous spirit, and she is surrounded by Wisdom and Truth. The 
central panel depicts mounted knights in armor headed to battle, yet 
one kneels to aid a wounded soldier. Collectively the panels depict the 
spirit of the Red Cross.

Complemented by custom molding and designed specifically for the 
space it inhabits, it is the largest suite of in situ Tiffany Favrile™ windows 
in a secular setting. A 21st-century update brought the tableau to light. 
Says the docent, “When we renovated them in 2005, we put bulletproof 
glass outside and had them backlit so we could actually see them.”
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NORTHWEST 1

DARTH VADER GROTESQUE
Sith lording over the grounds 
Washington National Cathedral
3101 Wisconsin Avenue NW
nationalcathedral.org – 202-537-6200
Daily, dawn to dusk
Metro: Red Line to Tenleytown/AU then 31, 32, 36, or 37 bus; Dupont Circle 
then N2, N3, N4, or N6 bus; or Woodley Park then 96, 97, or X3 bus

Directing water away from its hallowed walls, the Cathedral Church 
of St. Peter and St. Paul has 112 gargoyles and over 1,000 of their 

2
non-spouted cousins, grotesques. Some are traditionally fearsome –
taloned devil and coiling snake; some whimsical – a happy basenji and 
protesting hippie. One, in particular, is a fascinating combo of both. 
How, pray tell, did a likeness of the infamous Star Wars villain, Darth 
Vader come to grace a spire of the congressionally-delegated “National 
House of Prayer”? 

During renovation of the west towers in 1985, the cathedral, in 
conjunction with National Geographic held a competition inviting 
children to design and submit ideas for the grotesques to top the 
gablets of the gothic structure. Of approximately 1,400 entries, four 
were chosen to be replicated including Anakin Skywalker’s alter-ego. 
Thirteen-year-old Christopher Rader of Kearney, Nebraska placed third 
in the contest with his impressive drawing of the treacherous character. 
Sculptor Jay Hall Carpenter created the original carver’s model which 
master stonemason Patrick J. Plunkett then carved in limestone. Rader’s 
Vader looms far above the northwest corner of the cathedral. Not 
surprisingly, the dark side.

NationalCathedral.org suggests: First, bring binoculars! Darth Vader 
is very difficult to see by the naked eye. Leave the building through the 
ramp entrance which is through the wooden doors near the standing statue 
of Abraham Lincoln. Go down the ramp, and step onto the grass on your 
right. Then, turn around and look back up at the tower closest to you. Start 
at the top of the tower. There are two large pinnacles, or points, on the 
corners of the tower and a much smaller one in the center. Follow the center 
pinnacle down and find the first gablet, or tiny peaked roof. Darth Vader is 
the grotesque on the north, or right-hand side.

Before you pack up the binoculars 
step inside the cathedral to 
glimpse a bit of the moon. 
Literally. Embedded in the 
“Space Window” for all earthly 
posterity is a piece of lunar rock, 
a memento from Apollo 11 and 
man’s first steps on the moon.



- 120 - - 121 -

NORTHWEST 2

THE ADAMS MEMORIAL
The Mystery of the Hereafter
St. Paul’s Rock Creek Cemetery
201 Allison Street NW
stpaulsrockcreek.org
202-726-2080
October to March, 7am–5pm, April to September, 7am–7pm, closed on 
holidays
Admission: None
Metro: Red line to Fort Totten

3

In the gently sloping hills of the city’s oldest cemetery (open since 1719) 
a dense cluster of yew trees encircle the unmarked yet monumental 

Adams gravesite. Mrs. Marian “Clover” Adams, a gifted photographer, 
took her life on December 6, 1884, with a vial of the potassium cyanide 
she used in processing her photos. “Five of Hearts,” a spirited coterie 
including Clover, her husband, Henry, scion of the celebrated Adams 
family, John and Clara Hay and bachelor Clarence King, was the hit of 
Washington society. Her suicide shocked the city. 

Mr.  Adams had her interred with a simple headstone while he 
pondered for a few years an appropriate memorial. Noted sculptor 
and friend Augustus Saint-Gaudens rendered not her likeness, but an 
allegorical figure inspired by the beauty and equipoise of the statuary the 
widowed Henry saw during travels in Japan. The seated bronze figure, 
shrouded, of indeterminate sex and peaceful countenance has been 
called Saint-Gaudens’ masterpiece. Architect Stanford White designed 
the hexagonal plot with an elegant exedra bench opposite the sculpture 
for contemplation. No epitaph breaks the fluid lines.

Though Saint-Gaudens called the tragic mondaine’s memorial The 
Mystery of the Hereafter, it became known in popular culture as “Grief,” 
much to Henry’s dismay. He groused in a 1908 letter “Do not allow the 
world to tag my figure with a name! Every magazine writer wants to 
label it as some American patent medicine for popular consumption – 
Grief, Despair, Pear’s Soap, or Macy’s Men’s Suits Made to Measure.” 

In 1918, Henry too, was buried there. Contemporary landscaping 
quite nearly encloses the memorial in meticulously sculpted yew, adding 
another element of mystery to the enigmatic figure.

Said to be haunted by the spirit of Mrs. Adams, with soft crying, 
gentle footfalls and the faint whiff of almonds, the Hay-Adams 
Hotel stands on the site of the former Hay and Adams homes at 
Lafayette Square.

It wasn’t until a deathbed letter in 1901 to his Black common-law 
wife, Ava Copeland, did Clarence King ‘fess up to his astonishing 
double life. “Passing for Black” under the guise of Pullman porter 
James Todd, the blue-eyed blond raised five children with Ava. By 
dint of his “work” on the rails, he was often away, returning to his 
true identity as an eminent white geologist. John Hay honored his 
fellow “Heart” by providing for his family.
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NORTHWEST 2

HISTORIC TENTH PRECINCT 
POLICE STATION
Houdini was here, for less than 20 minutes
Metropolitan Police Department Fourth District Substation
750 Park Road NW
It’s an active police station; just take in the exterior
Metro: Green line to Georgia Ave-Petworth

4

A s Washington greeted a new year on January 1, 1906, master escape 
artist Harry Houdini successfully freed himself from what was at 

the time the most secure jail in the city. In town for a performance at 
the Chase Theater, he was granted the opportunity to free himself from 
the station house of the Tenth Precinct. Police Chief Major Richard 
Sylvester, boasting of the new station’s infallibility, invited Houdini to 
have a go at it.

As was his custom, the self-described “Expert Handcuff Manipulator” 
asked to see the cell and the locks to be used prior to his attempt. In 
a bit of bait and switch Sylvester agreed then changed the locks at the 
last minute. Houdini removed his garments before he was secured by 
five locks in Cell No.  3 and his clothing in another. Undaunted, he 
successfully unshackled himself, recovered his clothes, dressed and 
presented himself to the incredulous wardens and Major Sylvester 
within 18 minutes.

In a news post later that week, the chagrined Houdini spoke of the 
undeserved animus he received from police personnel. After having 
escaped jails from London’s Scotland Yard to Moscow’s Siberian 
transportation cell, he said, “It remained for Washington to treat me 
like a common malefactor.”

In keeping with the ideals of the City Beautiful 
movement, the handsome building with its 
rufous facade of brick and terracotta created 
an authoritative presence while integrating 
seamlessly into the block of rowhouses. Diamond 
diaperwork rests below a decorative cornice. An 
ornate cartouche holds an oculus window. Below, 
bold letters carved in high relief proudly proclaim 
“10th Street Police Precinct.”

Now home to the Metropolitan Police 
Department Fourth District substation, the red-
brick edifice stands in pristine condition. But put 
your camera away, photos are frowned upon.

The manacled “Handcuff King” struck again on January 6, escaping 
from “Murderer’s Row” in the DC Jail on 19th Street SE. He was 
out in 2 minutes. Further shaming the police force, he performed 
“musical chairs” on the prisoners, breaking into and switching their 
cells. The Seneca sandstone building no longer exists.
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NORTHEAST

SAINT KATERI STATUE
Lily of the Mohawks, the first Native American saint
Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception
400 Michigan Avenue NE
nationalshrine.com – 202-526-8300
Daily 6am–6pm; check website for guided tour schedule
Metro: Red line to Brookland/CUA

2

In 1946, naturalized US citizen Francis Xavier Cabrini became the 
first American canonized as a Roman Catholic saint (see Secret New 

York – An Unusual Guide in this series). In 1975, Elizabeth Ann Seton’s 
canonization made her the first US-born saint. It wasn’t until 2012 that 
the 17th-century indigenous woman Kateri became the first Native 
American saint. Together the three are enshrined in the statuary of the 
Basilica of the National Shrine. Crafted in Vermont marble by Dale 
Lamphere, the St. Kateri sculpture is a gift of the Bureau of Catholic 
Indian Missions.

Kateri Tekawitha’s epic path to sainthood began with her 1656 birth 
to a Mohawk father and an Algonquin Christian mother in what is 
now upstate New York. She alone survived the scourge of smallpox that 
killed her parents and younger brother in 1660. Her pockmarked face 
bore the ravages of the disease; her eyesight was greatly impaired. What 
she lacked in visual acuity she gained in spiritual clarity. She learned and 
honored the traditions of her Mohawk roots, yet felt an early call to the 
life of the devout. Some believe that there was a syncretic union in her 
practice of Catholicism and the belief systems of her Iroquois heritage. 

Her family, suspect of the colonizers who introduced smallpox to 
the region and burned down their village when she was 10, dissuaded 
Tekawitha from interaction with Jesuit missionaries spreading the 
Christian gospel. Steadfast in her faith, she was baptized on Easter 
Sunday 1676, accorded the name Catherine and called “Kateri,” the 
Iroquois pronunciation. Scorned and threatened by villagers opposed to 
Christianity, she eventually exiled to the nearby Mission of St. Francis 
Xavier, a settlement of Christian “Indians” in Canada. She served the 
sick and elderly, taught prayers to the children and performed harsh acts 
of penance believed to be responsible for her early demise on April 17, 
1680. Claude Chauchetière, the priest at her deathbed, claimed that her 
last words were “Jesus, Mary, I love you,” and that, upon her passing, 
the disfiguring smallpox scars vanished from her face, leaving her 
unblemished and radiant, “the Lily of the Mohawks.”

Fr. Chauchetière began praying over the ill with her relics, healing 
them, he believed. Kateri was venerated by Pope Pius XII on January 3, 
1943, beatified by Pope John Paul  II on June  22, 1980, and finally 
canonized by Pope Benedict XVI on October 21, 2012. After thorough 
investigation of the 2006 spontaneous healing of young Jake Finkbonner 
from necrotizing Streptococcus A, the Vatican declared it a miracle of 
Kateri’s intercession.
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NORTHEAST

NATIONAL CAPITOL COLUMNS
Acropolis now
US National Arboretum
3501 New York Avenue NE 
usna.usda.gov – 202-245-4523
Daily 8am–5pm
Admission: Free
Metro: Blue and Orange lines to Stadium Armory; transfer to B2 bus then 
disembark on Bladensburg Road and walk 2 blocks to R Street. Make a right on 
R Street and continue 2 blocks to the Arboretum gates

12

Evoking the ancient ruins of the Temple of Poseidon in Greece, the 
stately National Capitol Columns soar above a knoll at the federal 

arboretum. Quarried of Aquia Creek sandstone by slave labor in 1828, 
the Corinthian columns once supported the East Portico of the United 
States Capitol, providing a grand inaugural setting for many an American 
president. They beg the question then, of how these 1880s architectural 
remnants became the focal point of a 20-acre meadowland in the middle 
of Northeast. By the time the Capitol underwent a 1958 east-front 
expansion to correct the appearance of a dome too large for the supports 
underneath, the porous sandstone pillars were replaced with more durable 
Italian marble. 

Resurrected decades after their dismantling through the efforts of 
National Arboretum benefactor Ethel Garrett, the columns were restored 
and erected on the grounds in 1984 at the Ellipse Meadow, a site chosen 
by renowned British landscape designer Russell Page. Etched into the 
stone terrace created of steps salvaged from the old site are names of 
contributors to the $2  million project. Below, a small rivulet of water 
gently cascades into the pool below, reflecting the columns and providing 
a swimming pond for local Mallards.

Across the Ellipse, a lone Corinthian 
capital (decorative column topper) 
with its requisite curled acanthus leaves 
sits on a pedestal, inviting an up-close 
examination of the artistry of the 
19th-century stone carvers who created 
the monumental pillars. Another 
broken Corinthian cap rests angled on 
the ground as if toppled from its post. 
Of the twenty-four original Capitol 
columns, twenty-two stand erect in the 
field. With only their fluted surfaces as 
a reminder of their lofty past, the other 
two, sans capital and base, rest cracked 
on their sides at the summit of Mount 
Hamilton lording over the Azalea 
Collection.
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SOUTHWEST

TITANIC MEMORIAL
Honoring those men who put women and children 
first
Southwest Waterfront Park
Fourth and P Streets SW
Metro: Green Line to Waterfront

11

With head tilted toward the sky above the Washington Channel, 
a 13-foot granite male figure stands, arms outstretched, eyes 

closed in what its designer, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney declared “an 
expression of sublime sacrifice.” Though designed by a noted sculptor 
and arts patron in memoriam of the most famous shipwreck in history, 
it remains a bit off-the-radar due to its location on the Southwest 
Waterfront bordering the eastern grounds of Fort McNair.

In the months following the sinking of the RMS Titanic on its 
maiden voyage on April 15, 1912, women across the US rallied to raise 
funds to erect a monument to the bravery of the men who sacrificed 
their lives in the disaster to allow women and children to board first 
the lifeboats to safety. The initial donor was First Lady Helen Taft. 
Other society women followed, but most of the funds came from 
individual one-dollar donations from the grateful everyday woman. 
Whitney’s graceful design was carved from a 20-ton block of granite 
in Massachusetts by stonemason John Horrigan in 1918. It would be 
over ten years before a suitably prominent site was chosen along the 
Potomac River at the end of New Hampshire Avenue and Rock Creek 
Parkway in Northwest. The memorial was dedicated in May 1931 with 
the inscription To the brave men who perished in the wreck of the Titanic 
April 15, 1912. They gave their lives that women and children might be 
saved. Erected by the Women of America. To the young and the old, the 
rich and the poor, the ignorant and the learned, all who gave their lives to 
save women and children. Surrounding the pedestal, a 30-foot exedra 
by architect Henry Bacon, also noted for his final work, the Lincoln 
Memorial.

The memorial was removed and placed in storage in 1966 to make 
way for construction of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing 
Arts. Reinstalled at its current site, then called Washington Channel 
Park in 1966, it now conjures for contemporary visitors a memorable 
scene from the blockbuster film Titanic in which the protagonist stands, 
arms outstretched, braced by her doomed lover.

Champagne for the 1,352 men lost in the tragedy
Each year since 1979, a group of dapper gentlemen, The Men’s 
Titanic Society, arrive at the memorial on the April 15 anniversary 
of the ship’s sinking attired in tuxedos and bearing roses. Just after 
midnight they lift their champagne glasses in tribute to the bravery 
of the 1,352 men lost in the tragedy.
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SOUTHEAST

HISTORY OF THE WRITTEN WORD  
ENTRANCES
Commemorating the creation of written language
John Adams Building of the Library of Congress – East and West Entrances
2nd Street at Independence Avenue SE
loc.gov – 202-707-9779
Monday, Wednesday, Thursday 8:30am to 9:30pm; Tuesday, Friday, Saturday 
8:30am to 5 pm
Metro: Blue, Orange, or Silver Line to Capitol South

2

Many cultures lay claim to the genesis of the written word. How 
fitting it is that doorways to the “Nation’s Library” acknowledge 

this diversity of creation mythology. The John Adams Building, annex 
to the Library of Congress, was constructed in 1938, its massive bronze 
doors sculpted by Lee Lawrie in bas-relief depicting twelve contributors 
to written language. Some are credited with creating it, others as 
amanuenses of human destiny.

Installed under the auspices of the Architect of the Capitol, new code-
compliant egress doors featuring the Lawrie reliefs recast in glass introduce 
filtered light and panic bars for millennial functionality. They honor the 
artistic and historic integrity of the 11-foot originals now conserved, 
spiffied-up and recessed into architectural niches in their historical hold-
open position.

The honored dozen includes Hindu God Brahma bearing sacred Vedic 
texts. Ancient Greeks credited two sources for the modern alphabet: 
Cadmus, who brought Phoenician symbols to Greece, and Hermes, for 
creating letters and numerals. Mayan god Itzamná gifted humanity with 
hieroglyphic writing and the calendar. With his stylus, Mesopotamian 
god Nabu kept the clay Tablets of Destiny. With magic runes from the 
World Tree of Norse cosmology, Odin, god of poets, created the runic 
alphabet. Ogham script, the 4th-century writing system, is named for 
Ogma, inventor of Gaelic letters. Writing and books are attributed to 
Quetzalcóatl, the supreme deity of Aztec culture. Persian hero Tahmurath 
coerced the delivery of languages (over thirty) to humankind. Inventor of 
language, Ibis-headed Egyptian god Thoth recorded the judgment of the 
dead. Inspired by claw marks and animal footprints, four-eyed figure of 
Chinese legend Ts’ang Chieh, created pictographic letters. An indigenous 
American, Sequoyah, the sole mortal represented, was born in what is now 
Tennessee. He developed a writing system for his native language Tsalagi 
Gawonihisdi in 1809. Known as the Cherokee Syllabary, it was adopted 
by the Tsalagi (Cherokee) Nation in 1825.

For all its beauty, notably absent though, is a female presence. 
What’s Brahma without Saraswati (see p. 140), Nabu without his 
predecessor Nisaba?



A grotesque Darth Vader on a church, a giant chair, the 
bigger moving staircase in the western hemisphere, the 
oldest patriotic, hereditary organization in the United 
States, a faithful replica of the Holy Land for those who 
can not make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, the oldest 
continually operating airport in the world, the only 
embassy state in the nation …

Far from the crowds and clichés, Washington D.C. is a 
treasure trove hidden, revealed only to the most curious, 
whether resident or visitor.

An indispensable guide for those who thought they knew 
the city well or who would like to find his hidden face.
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