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ON THE COVER: Interior of the Mead Center for American Theater, the new home of Arena Stage, 
by Bing Thom Architects.
Photo: © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy of Bing Thom Architects
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NON-PROFITS AS PATRONS OF ARCHITECTURE

This issue is devoted to institutional work, which is a rather
clinical term that architects use to describe museums,
libraries, and other buildings with a public use.  Washington
has some of the country’s best recent work of this kind.
Already here is Bing Thom’s fantastic Arena Stage complex
(see page 16).  Soon to open is Moshe Safdie’s Institute for
Peace building (see page 22).  Just around the corner, so to
speak, is our own new District Architecture Center, designed
by Hickok Cole Architects (HCA) (page 10).

We broke the news about our upcoming move to the
Center in the previous issue of ARCHITECTUREDC, and work on the project is 
proceeding at a pretty fast clip.  The ever-patient Tom Corrado, Assoc. AIA, at
HCA has worked closely with me and my team to create a beautiful new facility
for all the classes, exhibits, and other events we could ever want to do.  It’s been a
pleasure to be an architectural client with such a talented group of people.  We also
have a great construction team for the project:

Sigal Construction, the builder of many fine projects in our area, 
is our general contractor;

KTA is in charge of mechanical, electrical, and plumbing engineering 
issues, which can pose a considerable challenge when doing a project 
in an older building;

Robert Silman Associates is handling structural issues, 
some of which are complex;

Miller Beam & Paginelli Inc. is overseeing acoustical issues, 
which are also not simple in this case;  

energy + light + control is organizing the lights and other automatic 
controls, of which there are many; and

Charron Consulting is handling the permits and project adminsitation.

All these companies are doing their work for this project on a pro bono basis—
meaning at little or no cost—because they think the project is so important for the
city.  We’re incredibly grateful for their efforts and generosity, and hope that all of
our readers will thank them as well.  Our goal is to start demolition by the second
week in March, so that we can be up and running in the Center by September.
Keep your fingers crossed!

But wait, there’s more: Also coming in the next couple of months is a new
website for AIA|DC, the Washington Architectural Foundation (WAF), and the
Center.  The skilled folks at Design Army will give our presence on the web a
whole new look that will, among many other things, make the digital issue of
ARCHITECTUREDC easier to find and use.  Keep an eye on www.aiadc.com over
the next several months for new content and features.

Until then, enjoy this issue, which starts with Ron O’Rourke’s article on the
District Architectural Center.  Martin Moeller covers the Mead Center and upcoming
library and university projects in Architecture Ahead.  Denise Liebowitz writes
about the US Institute of Peace, and Steve Dickens reports on the new School of
International Studies at American University and the expansion of Bread for the
City.  Ron gives us this issue’s RethinkingDC piece, addressing an ambitious plan
to deck over I-395 in central Washington.

Mary Fitch, AICP, Hon. AIA
Publisher
mfitch@aiadc.com
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  Contributors

Abby Davis (“DetailsDC”) is operations
manager for AIA|DC.

Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP
(“Studied Hall” and “More Bread for the
City”) is a sole proprietor whose firm is
called Steve Dickens Architecture.

Denise Liebowitz (“Peace Symbol”), 
formerly with the National Capital Planning
Commission, is a frequent contributor 
to ARCHITECTUREDC. 

G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA
(“A Theatrical Gesture” and “Architecture
Ahead”) is senior vice president and curator
at the National Building Museum. He is the
editor of ARCHITECTUREDC. 

Ronald O’Rourke (“District Architecture
Center” and “Mending a Wound in
L’Enfant’s Plan”) is a regular contributor 
to ARCHITECTUREDC. 
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Smith Commons, one of the newest additions to Northeast DC’s
Atlas District, is elevating neighborhood dining.  The brand new
restaurant and bar, which takes its name from the smith (dining
room) downstairs and the common (public house) upstairs, is
helmed by executive chef Frederik de Pue.  Situated in an old 
carpet warehouse, the establishment has a bar on each of the three
levels with a loft looking down over the dining room, and local
artwork—available for purchase—on the walls.  The space was
designed by architect James Phillips and interior designer Ty
Hand-Smith of Design 36ixty. The menu, offering twists on classic
comfort foods and a rotating selection of craft beers, along with
whimsically-named cocktails, is influenced by the chef’s Belgian
provenance.  See the full menu at www.SmithCommonsDC.com.
Open Tuesday through Sunday starting at 5:00 p.m., with later
service on weekends.  No nearby Metro?  No fear!  Pick up the X2
bus anywhere on H Street and it will take you right to the front
doors (1245 H Street, NE).

Carlisle Wide Plank Floors is based in New Hampshire, but you will
be seeing a lot more of the company in DC come fall, when its flooring
debuts in the District Architecture Center (DAC) downtown.
Want a look sooner than that?  Luckily, the company’s website
(www.wideplankflooring.com) is easy to use.  Browse flooring 
by color, style, and species.  The variety of pines, hardwoods, and
reclaimed antique woods can enrich a space with an authentic
New England feel.  The family-owned company is fully committed
to sustainable forest management and bringing work to small
communities that depend on the local sawmill.  Their dedication 
to each plank is evident!  For more information, visit the website,
call (800) 595-9663, or follow them on Twitter @CarlisleFloors.

7DETAILS DC

DETAILS

Interior of Smith Commons.

Smith Commons • Carlisle
Wide Plank Floors
by Abby Davis

Courtesy of Smith Commons

Courtesy of Carlisle 
Wide Plank Floors

Installations of Carlisle Wide Plank Floors.
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Get ready for AIA|DC’s 
biggest change in almost 50 years.

Later this year, AIA|DC and its partner organization, the
Washington Architectural Foundation (WAF), will move
from the townhouse near Dupont Circle that has been
AIA|DC’s headquarters since the 1960s to a beautiful
new facility at 421 7th Street, NW, in the heart of DC’s
bustling Penn Quarter district.  The new facility, designed
by Hickok Cole Architects and called the District
Architecture Center (DAC), will more effectively showcase
DC-area architecture and architects, and better meet
AIA|DC and WAF’s needs for classrooms, meeting
rooms, and special events spaces.

Over the last few years, as AIA|DC has grown to
become one of the country’s largest and most publicly
active AIA chapters, it has become clear that the head-
quarters building on Church Street, NW, can no longer
support the organization’s expanding schedule of classes
and public programs.  In addition, the townhouse’s
location on a quiet neighborhood street and the building’s
lack of street-level windows severely limit its potential
for projecting AIA|DC and WAF’s identities and 
programs to the public, and for getting passersby excited
about architecture.

After considering various options, AIA|DC and
WAF leaders decided to search for a new headquarters
location that had more space, lots of people walking 
by, and good “street presence,” meaning a lot of street-
level windows.

10 DISTRICT ARCHITECTURE CENTER

Washington Gains a Showcase for 
Local Architecture and Architects
by Ronald O’Rourke

Preliminary rendering of the gallery space
(foreground) at the new District Architecture
Center, with classrooms beyond.

AIA|DC’s NewAIA|DC’s New
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The location they discovered—the first floor and
lower level of an early 20th-century office building in 
the 400 block of 7th Street, NW—was a fantastic find:
Thousands of people walk up and down 7th Street on
their way to and from Penn Quarter attractions, and the
first floor of the building features a long expanse of street-
level windows.  The location is also well served by public
transportation—it’s a couple of blocks from both the Galley
Place-Chinatown and Archives-Navy Memorial Metro
stations, and not far from Metro Center station, putting it
within easy walking distance of all five Metro lines.

The space at 421 7th Street is actually larger than what
AIA|DC and WAF need, so the project was conceived as
a hybrid facility that would include not just AIA|DC and
WAF’s offices, but also classrooms and meeting rooms
that will be available for rent to businesses and other
groups.  Income from room rentals will help support
AIA|DC’s lease on the space.

The primary initial renter of classrooms will be the
Alliance Française de Washington, whose own headquarters
townhouse on Wyoming Avenue, NW, is too small to
support all the French-language classes that the organization

wants to hold.  Renting classrooms at DAC will give the
Alliance a downtown satellite location and help it reach
new audiences.  Classrooms and meeting rooms not used
by the Alliance will be available for rent to other groups,
so if you’re looking for a conveniently located, beautifully
designed space for a class or meeting, contact AIA|DC.

Design goals for the new facility included effectively
using the space’s street-level windows to get passersby
excited about architecture and draw them inside; 
maximizing the transmission of daylight through the space;
overcoming the low ceiling height and lack of natural
light on the lower level; and organizing the various
spaces so as to provide a clear and rational circulation
system for the many people who will be moving through
facility on their way to and from classes and meetings.
The design also needed to be affordable and incorporate
sustainable design features.

To select a designer for the project, AIA|DC last year
held a competition that was open to chapter members.
Seventeen entries were received, and the six-member
jury, which evaluated the designs without knowing who
submitted them, selected a scheme submitted by Hickok

11DISTRICT ARCHITECTURE CENTER

Courtesy of Hickok Cole Architects
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Cole Architects.  Thomas Corrado, Assoc. AIA,LEED AP, is the
project designer; other team members include Charu Negandhi;
Jeff Lockwood, AIA; Mary Judy; Lori Geftic; Devon Perkins, AIA,
LEED AP; and firm principal Michael E. Hickok, AIA.

Hickok Cole’s design features a gallery space running along the
front windows that will be used for eye-catching and informative
exhibits on DC-area architecture, a two-story glass box in the center
of the space containing several of the facility’s classrooms and
meeting rooms, and AIA|DC and WAF staff offices in the rear.

“The principal design challenge was to create a space to promote
the profession and educate the public about architecture,” Corrado
said.  “Our approach was to design a space that is pure and simple
in form and which also allows maximum flexibility of use.”

“Another challenge,” he said, “was the technical difficulty
of inserting the glass box of meeting rooms into an old and under-
structured historic building.  To address this, we selectively 
reinforced the existing steel, concrete and terra cotta structure,
allowing us to remove floor area and selected beams and thereby
highlight the glass interior box.”

“The driving philosophy of the design,” Corrado said, “is to
create a space that promotes a dialogue between the public on the
street and the activities of the Center through the concept of
transparency.  The contrast between the historic exterior of the
building and the modern, glassy interior may cause one to pause,
think, and come in to learn more about architecture.”

“This is a place for the celebration of architecture,” he
added.  “Taking cues from the existing building, it’s a simple
and honest expression of materials, detailed in a straightforward
and elegant way.”

The current schedule calls for AIA|DC to take possession of
the space in February, with a goal of finishing the build-out and
moving into the new space by September.  The build-out will be
done by Sigal Construction Corporation, which has made a very
generous in-kind donation toward the build-out cost. Contributions
from other firms and individuals will further defray costs.

The District Architecture Center promises to elevate AIA|DC
and WAF’s identities and enhance their service to the public by
becoming a cultural center for the promotion of DC-area architecture.
“This will be a really important resource for the public,” said Mary
Fitch, AICP, Hon. AIA, executive director of AIA|DC.  “It will be
like ArchitectureDC magazine come to life.”

12 DISTRICT ARCHITECTURE CENTER

Courtesy of Hickok Cole ArchitectsPreliminary rendering of the 
“Glass Box” at the center of the DAC,
with classrooms on both levels.

Courtesy of Hickok Cole ArchitectsRevised ground floor plan of the new
District Architecture Center, with gallery
space along 7th Street at left.

This will be a really important 
resource for the public.
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16 A THEATRICAL GESTURE

A Theatrical 
Gesture:
A Theatrical
Gesture:
Mead Center Raises Hopes 
for Southwest DC
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Arena Stage, according to the organization’s mission statement, “produces huge
plays of all that is passionate, exuberant, profound, deep and dangerous in the
American spirit [emphasis added].”  It is rare these days for a non-profit cultural
institution purposefully to court danger, especially in one of its governing
documents, but Arena Stage has a history of taking risks.  Founded in 1950, it
was one of the first private, non-profit theaters in the country, and the first theater
in Washington to be racially integrated.  Its first home, in a former burlesque
house at 9th Street and New York Avenue, NW, was notable for its unusual
theater-in-the-round layout.

In 1961, Arena Stage moved to a custom-built building by Chicago architect
Harry Weese, who went on to design the stations for Washington’s Metro system.

Photo © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy of Bing Thom Architects

The Mead Center for American Theater, 
as seen from Maine Avenue.

Southern end of the Mead Center, with the 
original Weese-designed building visible within.
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Located at the corner of Maine Avenue and 6th Street, SW, in the
Southwest urban renewal district, the building was in many ways
typical of its era—monumental, abstract, and somewhat dour with
its largely windowless concrete-and-masonry façades—but inside, it
maintained the theater-in-the-round layout that had become an Arena
hallmark.  Weese later designed an addition including a second
auditorium, using essentially the same architectural vocabulary.  
In recognition of Arena Stage’s cultural significance and history of
innovation, the complex was designated a DC Historic Site in 1980.

While Arena Stage thrived in this facility for decades, the
neighborhood around it seemed stuck in neutral.  Southwest DC was
undoubtedly more successful than most American urban renewal
projects, but it never developed into the vibrant community its
planners had envisioned.  In the late 1990s, Arena considered leaving
Southwest for a location closer to the city’s commercial core.
Ultimately, following conversations with then-mayor Anthony
Williams, Arena’s leaders decided to stay in the current location,
and to augment the existing facility in a way that would serve as
a catalyst for the revitalization of the neighborhood.

A Canadian Architect 
for an American Theater 
Arena then began a wide-ranging search for an architect to handle
the expansion, interviewing some 60 firms before selecting Bing
Thom Architects of Vancouver, Canada, in June 2000.  The choice
of a relatively little-known Canadian architect for a theater in

Washington, DC—especially one now dedicated to producing, 
presenting, and developing American plays—caught many locals by
surprise.  But according to Molly Smith, artistic director of Arena
Stage, Bing Thom, FRAIC, AIA, stood out from other competitors
for several reasons, including the fact that he was the only architect
who asked to see the organization’s mission statement (containing
the revealing line quoted at the beginning of this article).  Thom
was also familiar with Southwest DC, since he had visited the
area as a student many years ago and had been impressed by its
unfulfilled promise.

17A THEATRICAL GESTURE

Project: Arena Stage at the Mead Center 
for American Theater,
Washington, DC

Architects: Bing Thom Architects
Associate Architect: William Lecky
Acoustical Engineers: Talaske
Theater Consultants: Fisher Dachs Associates
Structural Engineers: Fast & Epp
Electrical Engineers: Stantec in association with Vanderweil Engineers
Mechanical Engineers: Yoneda & Associates
Mechanical Design/Build: Southland Industries
Code Consultants: LMDG Building Code Consultants Ltd.

in association with Koffel Associates
Glazing Consultants: R.A. Heintges & Associates
Lighting Designer: William Lam
Civil Engineers: Wiles Mensch Corporation
General Contractor: Clark Construction Group, LLC
Construction Managers: KCM

Photo © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy of Bing Thom Architects Photo © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy 
of Bing Thom Architects

Interior view of the curtain wall, with Parallam
columns and struts supporting the wall.
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Designing an expansion of Arena Stage posed many chal-
lenges, but one was particularly daunting: the existing struc-
ture, though small, was a powerful presence—and not an espe-
cially beautiful one.  Yet it was an officially recognized historic
site, and therefore key elements of the building—namely, the
two theater spaces—had to be preserved.  The trick was to
devise a plan that respected and protected the Weese-designed
elements, without allowing them to dictate or limit the architec-
ture of the new facility (later named the Mead Center for
American Theater following a lead gift from philanthropists
Gilbert and Jaylee Mead).

Thom’s solution was to demolish the administrative and
entrance wing of the Weese building, renovate the two existing
auditoriums, and encapsulate them within a larger structure
lined with soaring, glass walls and topped by a vast but seem-
ingly weightless roof.  Supporting the roof are enormous, canted
columns made of a composite wood product called Parallam.
Wood struts spring from the columns to brace the curtain wall,
which is sinuously curved in plan.  Thus enclosed, the once-
nebulous space around the original structures is now an airy
lobby, while nestled between them is a new, small theater called
the Cradle, both for its oval shape and the fact that it is intend-
ed as an incubator for future plays.

The contrast between the old and new elements could
hardly be greater—the Weese-designed structures are abstractly
geometrical with a cold grey/beige palette, while the new
structure is marked by organic shapes with warm-toned wood

playing off the transparency of the glass—but what could have
come off as a rebuke of Weese’s work instead feels appropriately
deferential.  The older structures appear almost as pavilions amid
a forest of Parallam “trees,” with the cloud-like roof wafting
overhead.  When they were standing on their own, the structures
were somewhat forbidding; now that they are incorporated into
the larger space, they seem more benign, rather like stage sets,
with theater-goers free to move around them.    

Accommodating the 
Real Work of the Theater
Having solved the dilemma of how to integrate the existing
structures into the new complex, Thom dedicated himself to
creating a facility that would work extremely well for its users.
To audiences, a theater is a place to see performances, but to
theater staff, actors, and technical crews, it is a place in which
they rehearse, build sets, sew costumes, manage business
operations, raise funds, and otherwise prepare for those 
performances.  Bearing this in mind, when planning the “back-
of-house” spaces at the Mead Center, the design team worked
to foster interaction among diverse groups of employees and to
create a pleasant, productive work environment.  

“The technical people in production actually walk through
the administrative area when moving sets,” Thom said, “so there’s
constant interaction with administration.  There’s a big food

18 A THEATRICAL GESTURE

Photo © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy of Bing Thom ArchitectsInterior of the “Cradle.”
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Photo © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy of Bing Thom ArchitectsLobby of the Mead Center, with the “Cradle” at the right.
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prep area for the staff, with big tables for people to sit around.
Performers are often nomads, so to have a place where they can
kick off their shoes and take a nap is often very important to them.”

At the same time, the architects wanted to make sure that
“back-of-house” didn’t mean “dark.”  The costume shop staff, for
instance, often does intricate work, so the space not only has plen-
ty of light, but it faces north to ensure that light levels remain bal-
anced throughout the day.  Thom is proud to note that such efforts
have paid off:  “One person stopped me and said, ‘It’s such a joy
to come to work because your building is so full of life and light.’”

Brian Ackerman, AIA, senior architect with Bing Thom
Architects’ Washington office, which opened during the project,
noted that this marks “the first time in a very long time in which all
Arena employees are in one location.  It was a lot of work to deter-
mine flow patterns, and there is definitely a learning curve, but the
Arena crew seems to be happy.”

Architecture as Urban Design
Even as they were focused on details of workflow and the integration
of modern theater technology, the architects were busy thinking
at an entirely different scale—that of the greater Southwest
neighborhood. About a decade ago, Thom served on a committee
that advised the DC government on the area’s revitalization.  It
was Thom himself who had argued for reopening 4th Street, SW,
where it was blocked for decades by the bunker-like Waterside Mall.
With the recent demolition of the mall and the redevelopment 
of the site by Shalom Baranes Architects [see article about
Waterfront Station in the Fall 2010 issue of ArchitectureDC], Thom’s
recommendation was finally implemented, with positive results in
terms of traffic flow and street-level vitality.

Thom saw the Mead Center as an opportunity to create an
additional catalyst for a renaissance of Southwest.  Toward that

end, his design succeeds in urbanizing a complex that, like most
institutional buildings of the 1960s and ’70s, was previously aloof
from its surroundings.  Thom’s building fills up most of the 
triangular site, providing a well-defined, architectural edge to the
adjacent stretch of Maine Avenue.  The roughly semicircular curve
at the southern apex seems to acknowledge the arc of the street as
it transitions from the grid to a diagonal, while the audacious, 90-
foot cantilever at the northwestern apex of the building is a broader
urban gesture, pointing to the Washington Monument clearly visible
in the distance.  Meanwhile, at the northeast corner, where the
adjacent building and the one across the street are both rectilinear
blocks aligned with the grid, the Mead Center also comes to a 90-
degree angle in plan, thus respecting and reinforcing the patterns
prevalent in the adjacent neighborhood.

The result is a building that is truly iconic— its form is both
instantly recognizable and memorable, it reinforces the already-
strong institutional identity of Arena Stage, and it seems destined
to become a symbol of Southwest and, perhaps, of the flourishing
but sometimes underappreciated cultural scene in Washington.  

Now that the Arena Stage project is complete, Bing Thom
Architects is maintaining its Washington office.  The firm is already
at work on another proposal for Southwest DC: a renovation and
addition to the former Randall School, which noted art collectors
and developers Don and Mera Rubell purchased in 2010.  Thom’s
preliminary design for the property, which the Rubells plan to
turn into a contemporary art museum and hotel, suggests that
the architectural form may be as bold—or even bolder—than that
of the Mead Center.  With these two cultural facilities bracketing
the Southwest urban renewal area, Thom hopes that the area
between will finally have a chance to “grow into its urban plan,”
resulting in a neighborhood with a distinct identity that is attractive
to residents and outsiders alike.

20 A THEATRICAL GESTURE

Photo © Nic Lehoux, Courtesy of Bing Thom Architects

East façade of the Mead Center, with the main
entrance at center.  Note the Parallam columns 
visible just inside the glass curtain wall.
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22 PEACE SYMBOL

Peace Symbol:Peace Symbol:
Institute Assumes Commanding
Presence on Prominent Site
by Denise LiebowitzA

The south-facing atrium of the US Institute of Peace, with the Lincoln Memorial visible in the background.
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How to add bold, contemporary buildings to Washington’s iconic
architectural fabric is a perennial challenge for architects and planners.
Total deference to the surrounding neoclassical environment too often
results in bland, forgettable buildings; no-holds-barred modernity
can rattle traditional sensibilities.  These aesthetic battles are a familiar
part of the Washington’s frequently adversarial design scene.  And
when the new building is a public one and the neighborhood includes
the National Mall and the Lincoln Memorial, the pressure mounts. 

This was the challenge facing Moshe Sadie, FAIA, in designing
the headquarters building for the US Institute of Peace at 23rd
Street and Constitution Avenue, NW.  The location is one of the 
most prominent in the city’s monumental core, located on a historic
ceremonial corridor, facing the National Mall and the Potomac River,
and in close proximity to not only the Lincoln Memorial, but also the
World War II, Korean War, and Vietnam Veterans memorials.  The
US Institute of Peace was created by Congress in 1984 to prevent and
resolve violent international conflicts.  The Peace Institute trains
leaders in the field of peace-building and sponsors research by policy
makers, academics, and practitioners.  The institute also conducts
extensive public education programs.  The location of the building
and the prominence of the organization demand a design that respects
the setting and conveys the compelling mission. 

Moshe Safdie brings an architectural philosophy and experience
seemingly tailor-made for the assignment.  As a student at McGill
University in Canada, Safdie’s undergraduate thesis was the basis
for what he soon developed as Habitat, the beehive-like housing
complex that was the acclaimed centerpiece of the 1967 Montreal
Expo.  From this meteoric launch and an internship with acclaimed
architect Louis Kahn, Safdie went on to major rebuilding commissions
in Jerusalem’s Old City in the wake of the Six Day War, followed by
many high-profile civic and commercial projects in the developing
world as well as the US and Canada.  Yet his only previous
Washington commission was the security-conscious Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms building at the intersection of New
York and Florida avenues. 

Much of Safdie’s work reveals the spirit of an urban designer.
Colleagues have noted the recurring themes of habitat, community,
memory, and symbol in his work, and he himself has said, “No
architectural philosophy can exist without a reciprocal urban 
philosophy.”  His respectful approach to the public realm, coupled
with his powerful architectural expression of peace, made Safdie’s
design stand out in the 2002 design competition conducted by the Peace
Institute.  “All of us were moved by his expression of our mission,”
said Tara Sonenshine, the Institute’s executive vice president.  “His
design was elegant, fit in with the city, and captured the spirit of
peace.  He understood that we were not building a monument to the
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past, but wanted a working environment to advance global peace.
His design proposal was handsome, soaring, and aspirational.”  

The new five-story, 150,000-square-foot building sits on a two-
acre parcel carved from a former parking lot of the Old Naval
Observatory, land that Congress directed to be transferred from
the Navy to the Peace Institute.  The structure is divided into three
masses linked by two glass-covered atria fanning out from a corner
entrance.  The atrium facing the Potomac River serves as the
centerpiece for the spaces devoted to scholarly research, while the
atrium facing the Mall and the Lincoln Memorial welcomes visitors
and focuses on public education and conferences.  Clad in acid-
etched precast concrete giving the appearance of limestone, 
the building is framed by an arrival plaza fronting on
Constitution Avenue. 

But the structure’s most distinctive feature is its extraordinary
curving white roof, which seems to pillow and drape over the
building.  While some have likened the undulating roof form to the
wings of a dove of peace in flight, project manager Paul Gross, AIA,
a principal of Safdie Architects, allows only that it “symbolically
represents peace on the capital’s skyline.”  Whether literally
interpreted or not, the roof inserts a bold, contemporary form into
the Mall landscape.  Constructed of a tubular steel frame and
white translucent glass, the roof appears opaque on the exterior
during the day and glows from within at night.

It was that nighttime glow that made federal overseers nervous.

They worried that these extraordinary wing-like structures, if
brightly lit at night, would overwhelm the Lincoln and other nearby
memorials.  To guard against such hubris, the architects conducted
detailed lighting simulations and computer modelings in order to
visualize the expected effect.  Illumination of the building is limited
to interior light that filters out through the glass roof.  The amount
of light diffusing through the underside of the roof is adjusted by
dimmers to remain at a lower level than that of the Lincoln
Memorial.  The simulations from the Virginia side of the river show
a graceful, luminescent curve rising above the trees between the
brightly lit mass of the Kennedy Center and the glowing stone box
of the Lincoln Memorial.  In keeping with Washington folkways, an
array of federal agencies had to review and approve the resulting
light levels and will continue to monitor them periodically.  

To Paul Gross it is the remarkable roof that makes the new
building so respectful of its neighbors.  “At any time, but especially
at nighttime, these roof wings appear to be bowing in deference to
the monuments.”   

Contrasting with the two glassy atria and the ephemeral, 
billowing roof, the programmatic components of the structure are
surrounded by solid walls pierced with rows of rectangular windows.
The Constitution Avenue public entrance leads visitors into an
education space and a Great Hall enclosed by a glass curtain wall
that offers heart-stopping views to the National Mall and the
Lincoln Memorial.  The Great Hall, surrounded by three stories of
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working spaces with floor-to-ceiling windows looking into the
interior of the building, allows the public to see the Peace Institute
at work.  In discussing the design, project manager Gross said,
“Moshe Safdie has used architecture to interpret peace and that
architecture is about lightness, openness, and whiteness.  You can
look into and out of the building; it is totally revealing.  Peace has
nothing to hide.”

Interior design and finishes support the theme.  The glass
roofs appear to float high above the atria and corridors are filled
with natural light flooding through interior transoms.  Expanses
of white walls (awaiting art), light-colored Portuguese limestone
flooring, glassy bridges spanning the atria, and brushed steel fittings
all contribute to a sleek, luminous environment.  Even on a gray,
winter day, the interior is infused with light.

Offices for the institute’s 300 staff members, scholars, and
researchers occupy the third, fourth, and fifth levels of the building,
along with various board rooms, staff meeting rooms, research
library and resource center, and a staff café all clustered around the
Potomac River-facing atrium.  The new facility also boasts a 
230-seat auditorium with all the digital bells and whistles, a
retail shop, a large conference room equipped with simultaneous
interpretation capabilities, and several expansive terraces that will
provide sought-after perches for viewing July Fourth fireworks.
The street-level public entrance area will offer immediately some

limited exhibition space as well as mission-appropriate videos,
although a much larger museum on the lower level is envisioned
in a later Phase II development effort when additional funding
becomes available. 

On the exterior, the public entry plaza incorporates a single
row of amphitheater-style seating, which will provide a gathering
and briefing place for small groups as they arrive at the Peace
Institute.  The plaza will include substantial landscaping of flowering
shrubs and perennials and eventually a water feature flowing
along its perimeter.  Attentive to every detail, Gross pointed out
the latest addition to the plaza: the finial atop the flagpole.  It is
in the form of a dove as designed by George Washington for 
the weather vane at Mount Vernon, symbolizing the American
commitment to peace. 

Project manager Gross says the building will be certified as
LEED Silver, a confirmation of its high level of sustainability and
environmental performance. 

Staff will be moving into their new quarters in the coming
months and the building officially opens to the public in September
2011.  Washington has a prominent new public building that
manages to successfully negotiate the fine architectural line
between respectful and assertive.  It seems that peace is breaking
out on the National Mall.
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The School of International Studies (SIS) at American
University, with 3,000 students, is the largest college of
its kind.  Its faculty and students hail from some 150
countries.  Its new building, at the southeast corner of
the Friedheim Quad, the heart of the AU’s Northwest
Washington campus, is the home base for an education
and research operation that literally circles the globe.

In recognition of this fact, the architects of the new
building, McDonough + Partners of Charlottesville
(design architect) and Quinn Evans Architects (QEA) of
Washington (architect of record), literally circled the new
building with the globe: the spandrels between the second

and third floor windows are conceived as a frieze, in
which triangular fractals from Buckminster Fuller’s
“Dymaxion Map” of the world are depicted in perforated
aluminum panels.  Each continent or portion thereof
appears several times, oriented in different directions
and with different adjacencies.  

Fuller’s goal was to correct the distortions found in
conventional maps of the globe, in which, among other
things, Africa’s size is diminished and the over-the-
North-Pole adjacencies of Asia and North America are
not apparent.  One can’t imagine an allegorical frieze
appearing on a structure designed by Fuller himself, but
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such friezes have been used throughout history to depict
the function or mission of a building’s occupant.  At SIS,
the message is simple and apt: the school studies the world
from all angles, because of its conviction that accuracy and
thoroughness will promote understanding and peace.

Study is, in fact, one key to understanding what
makes this building special.  Research is perhaps the most
important and least recognized component of architectural
practice, but in this project it came out of the background
and took center stage.  The building’s siting and parking
requirements, among other things, drew from a master
plan in which all ramifications of future development of
the campus were closely studied.  At the beginning of the
SIS project, QEA undertook a “campus character study”
which examined the various architectural characteristics
of existing buildings—massing, number and height of
stories, architectural style, use of ornament, setbacks of
windows, and the like.  Furthermore, the project is
expected to gain LEED Gold certification, which, even for
experienced firms like QEA and McDonough—a firm
known as a leader in sustainable design—requires a great
deal of analysis and study. 

Studying in this case was not limited to the design
process.  Two different SIS professors used the (at that
point future) building as a central case study for their
classes, one in global industrial ecology, the other in global
social economic equity issues.  The students studied the
effects of the construction on peoples and economies
around the world.  They even took things a step further,
researching and identifying foreign sources of products
and materials that might be incorporated into the
building—sources, naturally, that the students’ in-depth
research determined would uphold socio-economic goals
such as fair treatment of workers and high environmental
standards.  Such global sourcing is actually in conflict
with LEED guidelines, which promote local sourcing of
materials and products, but it would have made sense
for SIS.  In the end, none of the students’ sources panned
out, but this anecdote illustrates the intense interest and
engagement in the project by SIS faculty and students.

Reflecting areas of overlap between the campus
character study and sustainable performance studies, the
building has deep facades and tall floor-to-floor heights.
The façades have copious glazing between a grid of
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classically-inspired columns and architraves.  The classical
elements not only provide rhythm to the facade, but also,
by projecting in front of the windows, provide significant
sun control.  Modest sunscreens (used on all sides
because computer modeling showed that they were useful
given the particular orientation of the building) and
high-performance glazing complete the solar control.
The tall stories not only allow more gracious ceiling
heights and facade proportions, but also allow for transoms
and light shelves critical to the natural ventilation and
daylighting strategies. 

A vegetated (“green”) roof was originally planned
for the building, since stormwater control is extremely
important in Washington due to the city’s outdated sewer
system.  The students, however, pushed for on-site power
generation in the form of photovoltaic panels, which
proved the better use for the roofs.  Also on the roof are
three solar preheating elements, two for water and one for
air.  Solar hot water heaters are familiar to most people.
In ideal conditions, they can heat the water all the way to
the desired temperature, but most of the time they simply

increase the water temperature somewhat (that is, preheat)
to reduce the load on the conventional water heater.  A
“solar transpiration wall,” which consists of glazing held
in front of a black masonry wall, does the same thing for
air.  Stormwater control was moved to ground level,
where there was plenty of open land to accommodate
two “rain gardens.”

QEA principal Carl Elefante, FAIA, LEED AP, noted,
“The driver was, ‘How many lives can be improved by
this project?’”  Accordingly, the team and SIS closely
studied the impact that this building and its construction
would have on the lives of people around the world—in
many cases people only very indirectly affected.  The SIS
building may not necessarily have greater global importance
than certain other new buildings in DC, but it’s a safe bet
that none of the other buildings’ global ramifications
were as thoroughly considered.  The building functions
well for SIS, but almost as important, it validates a central
premise of the college: before one executes, one should
thoroughly study.
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Ever wonder where the billions of dollars of the Tobacco
Master Settlement Agreement went?  Here in D.C., we need
look no further than the large addition that Wiebenson &
Dorman Architects designed for the social services organization
Bread for the City (BFC).  “Somebody’s misery paid off,”
joked Kendall Dorman, noting how far his firm was able to
stretch the $6.8 million budget, most of which came from the
tobacco settlement. 

In 1991, BFC, which offers a food bank, legal services, and
medical services, moved into the former Barker Lumber Warehouse
on 7th Street, NW, in the heart of D.C.’s Shaw neighborhood.
Wiebenson & Dorman, already noted for their many projects
for nonprofits, oversaw the conversion of the historic building.
Subsequently, BFC called on the architects for periodic expansion
studies and small alterations to the 7th Street building, as well
as the renovation of a structure in Anacostia to accommodate
BFC’s Southeast Center, which opened in 2002.  
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A strong architect-client relationship formed over the
years.  “These are the kinds of projects one wants,” reflects
Dorman, “because the client is passionate about what they do,
so they understand when I’m passionate about what I do.  My
passion is to make a cool space so that these great people can
do their best.”

In 2004, BFC applied for and was granted $5,000,000 of
DC’s portion of the national tobacco settlement money.
Supplementing these funds with $1,800,000 in New Markets
Tax Credits, the organization set to undertake a substantial
expansion of the 7th Street facility, and naturally called upon
Wiebenson & Dorman once again.  

The basic organization of the addition is simple: a glassy
atrium is sandwiched between two solid volumes—the old
lumber warehouse and the new clinic building.  This set up a
“separate but equal” massing that preserved the visual
integrity of the historic structure, a fact that was crucial to

winning approval from the DC Historic Preservation Review
Board (the existing building is an officially designated historic
place).  The double-height atrium houses the main front and
rear entrances, reception, and vertical circulation (an elevator
and open stair), with direct entrances to the medical/dental
clinic, the legal clinic, the food bank, board room, social
services, and administration.  

Social services organizations tend to be high on aspiration
but rather low on budget.  The architects’ strategy was to
make the most of the limited resources available.  Toward that
end, the interiors are in a “loft” style, in which the necessities of
structure, ducts, piping, cable conduits, and the like are exposed
and painted white.  They become the “ornament” of the space.
The entire former exterior brick wall of the lumber warehouse
building is exposed as the north wall of the atrium.  Its solidity
is offset by the glassiness of the end walls of the atrium, and
balanced by the exposed concrete block elevator tower. 

Another strategy was to choose a visually prominent
element and highlight it with an unusual (but still inexpensive)
material, such as the perforated metal panels used as guardrails
on the atrium stairs and balconies.  The elevator tower is
another example: concrete block is a very economical material
for an elevator shaft, but for only slightly more money, the
architects were able to specify block with a special color,
texture, and pattern.

Project: Bread for the City,
Washington, DC
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Color is important throughout the project, but used sparingly
both for reasons of economy and effect.  This starts with the
streetfront windows, which have alternating green and blue
tints.  It continues with the surprisingly bold green linoleum
flooring and carpet tiles, and accent walls painted green, blue, or
gold, including one wall of each medical exam room.  Doors
and simple pieces of custom millwork, such as bookshelves, are
natural, warm wood tones.  Because most of the interiors are
white, the colors add “pop” and distinction to the spaces.

As an organization with high ethical aspirations, BFC was
strongly interested in green design.  Unfortunately, pursuing an
official LEED certification would have involved modest increases
in hard costs and considerable additional soft-cost expenses,
both of which are particularly difficult for tight-budget projects
to bear.  BFC and Wiebenson & Dorman decided to incorporate
numerous sustainable elements but to forgo the formal review
and certification process.  The sustainable elements used are
mostly the basics: well-insulated exterior walls; conventional but
very high-efficiency HVAC systems; “green” finish materials

such as the linoleum flooring and carpeting; low-flow plumbing
fixtures, and so on.  One unusual sustainable element is the
vegetated (“green”) roof, unusual because its plantings are
intended to produce fresh vegetables for BFC’s food bank clients. 

Since occupying the space in January, BFC reports over-
whelmingly positive responses from its employees and clients.
The new clinic “simply seems more real” to the patients, reports
BFC’s Kristin Valentine, alluding to the move from the cramped,
dark facility in the old lumber warehouse, “which sends a message
of respect to our clients.”  She also notes that, although the new
clinic already operates at full capacity, the stress of the doctors
and staff has dropped considerably, due to wider corridors,
better organized administrative and reception areas, access to
natural light and outdoor views, and more exam rooms. 

BFC’s motto is “Dignity, Respect, and Service,” and, according
to the organization’s president, George Jones, “This space allows
us to realize our motto.”  He added, “This is largely Kendall
Dorman’s vision,” immediately correcting himself to say, “Well,
our vision, but brought to life and within budget by Kendall.”
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The cover of the Winter 2010 issue of ArchitectureDC featured the
Watha T. Daniel/Shaw Library, a branch of the DC Public Library
(DCPL) system that not only won a Merit Award in Architecture
and a Presidential Citation for Sustainable Design from AIA|DC,
but also was named one of the best buildings of 2010 by a writer
for The Wall Street Journal. DCPL’s new Benning Road branch,
which, like Watha T. Daniel/Shaw, was designed by Davis Brody
Bond Aedas, also garnered praise, as did the Anacostia branch
and the brand new Tenley-Friendship branch, both by The Freelon
Group. Combined with several other recent DCPL projects,
including the restoration of the fire-damaged Georgetown branch
by Martinez & Johnson Architects, these state-of-the-art library
facilities collectively represent a revolutionary development in
Washington’s cultural infrastructure. 

And there are more to come.  Currently under way are three
equally remarkable projects all scheduled for completion this coming
fall.  These include two entirely new buildings by the team of
Adjaye Associates (based in London) and the local firm Wiencek
+ Associates Architects + Planners, and a renovation and addition
to the historic Mt. Pleasant branch by CORE architecture | design.

Francis A. Gregory and 
Washington Highlands Branches
Although designed by the same team of architecture firms and
based on essentially identical programs, the new facilities for the
Francis A. Gregory and Washington Highlands branches will look
dramatically different.  The contrasting designs derive from the
distinct contexts of the two libraries.  Francis Gregory occupies a
relatively flat site on Alabama Avenue, SE, at the edge of a verdant
park, while Washington Highlands, on Atlantic Street, SW, is on a
site with a significant slope, at the juncture between a commercial
area and a neighborhood of single-family houses.  Both buildings
replace bland, outmoded, brick structures that have been demolished.

In plan, Francis Gregory could almost be mistaken for a classic,
Miesian public building—a simple rectangle, with open, flexible
spaces bracketing enclosed, core functions.  Only an angled staircase
hints that something else is afoot.  But in elevation, any expectations
of cold, Miesian rationalism evaporate amid a riot of color and
pattern.  The library will be wrapped in a skin of diamond-shaped
panels, alternating between transparent and opaque, subtly varied
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in their proportions, and with brightly colored interior elements
visible through the transparent sections.  The opaque panels will be
covered with reflective surfaces on the exterior, which will mirror
the surrounding trees and, from certain angles, create the optical
illusion that portions of the building are foliated.  These harlequin
façades will be complemented by a trellis-like, overhanging roof,
the structure of which repeats the diamond pattern.

“The graduated diamonds that create the façades and canopy
grow vertically from earth to sky, and expand horizontally from
street to forest,” explained Scott D.Q. Knudson, AIA, LEED AP,
vice president of Wiencek + Associates.  “Their form was inspired
by the overlapping leaves and petals of blossoming plants.  The
façade appears to be a thin skin on the exterior, as a delicate blend
of reflective and transparent, butt-glazed glass panels, but on the
interior, their ample thickness is fully expressed with a wood lining
that frames a series of views out in all directions.”  The effect
promises to be rather whimsical, yet still dignified thanks to the
fundamental simplicity and sleekness of the underlying forms.

While the Francis Gregory branch is a simple box with an
elaborate envelope, the Washington Highlands Library, in contrast,
is a complex composition unified by a consistent skin.  The sloping
site for Washington Highlands dictated that the building have three
stories in order to accommodate the required program elements.
To break down the scale of this potentially imposing mass, the
architects created three projecting “pavilions”—two at the front of
the building, facing Atlantic Street, and one along the side street.
These forms also allude to the architectural context of the adjacent
residential areas, in which add-on porches, sunrooms, and other
small appendages are common.

Internally, the pavilions serve an important programmatic
function by providing distinct reading and gathering spaces for
children, teenagers, and adults. The Teen Pavilion, projecting
toward the front off the third floor level, shelters the main building
entrance from the elements and will give teenagers “a front row seat
on the streetlife scene while respecting their sense of separateness,”
according to Knudson.  The Adult Pavilion, also accessed from the
third floor, shelters an outdoor seating area adjacent to the entrance.

The Children’s Pavilion, projecting from the second floor toward
the side street, “is kept in plain sight of the main path of travel but
feels safely protected by the glass walls that surround a central
light shaft which separates it from the path of teen/adult travel,”
said Knudson.

In earlier designs, the three pavilions were expressed as chunky
forms in different colors, all of them contrasting with the main body
of the library, suggesting an ad hoc assemblage of mismatched
building blocks.  The final design is much more elegant, with a
consistent skin of glass and vertical wood fins, creating a unified
composition that emphasizes the unusual geometries of the plan.     

When asked how the design team addressed the inevitable
but unforeseeable changes in how these new libraries will be used
in the future, Knudson responded, “I believe the strongest anti-
obsolescence tools are beauty and intrinsic quality.  We always find
ways to adapt our treasures to new uses, but are quick to find
excuses to replace adequately functional but otherwise appalling
buildings.  The same holds true for objects—how much do you
care about your old iPod [versus] a generic mp3 player?”
Washingtonians have every reason to expect that, as with iPods
and other phenomenally popular Apple products, outstanding
design will position the new Francis Gregory and Washington
Highlands libraries for success.
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Mt. Pleasant Branch
Unlike many of its counterparts in the DC Public Library system, the
Mt. Pleasant branch already occupied a beloved, historic structure.
Unfortunately, its size and layout were inadequate to fulfill the
requirements of a modern library in accordance with DCPL’s
goals.  Additional space was needed, but a very tight site meant
that any expansion would require difficult design choices and
clever planning.

DCPL hired CORE architecture | design, with HMA2
Architects as library design collaborator, to develop a design for
the renovation and addition.  According to CORE principal Dale A.
Stewart, AIA, the biggest challenge his team faced was accessibility.
The main entrance to the existing structure is raised well off the
ground, at the top of a fairly steep set of steps.  The architects
explored various ways of making that entrance accessible to 
disabled patrons, including electronic lifts, before proposing a
ramp that would be built into the earth along the right side of the
building.  Because of the length required to maintain an appropriate
slope, the ramp would have extended beyond the edge of the
building, suggesting that the addition should also be constructed off
to the right side of the existing structure.  CORE initially proposed
a simple, glassy pavilion whose transparency would have avoided
visual competition with the historic building.  The pavilion design
and the ramp location generated public controversy, however, so
the architects returned to the proverbial drawing board.  

The final design calls for a new pavilion to be built at the rear
of the site, largely out of view from the front, with a skylit atrium
connecting it to the existing building.  The pavilion will be clad in
terra cotta panels of various colors, picking up on colors found on
the original structure.  The library’s collection will be housed in the
historic building, while meeting rooms, offices, and other service
functions will be in the new pavilion.  The atrium will accommodate
a new main entrance to the facility, accessed through a garden, though
the original entry at the front will remain open as a secondary
entrance.  Although the plan requires demolition of a sunroom at
the rear of the existing building, it preserves the symmetry of the
original structure and allows it to retain access to natural light
thanks to the glass roof of the atrium.

All of the new DCPL facilities and renovations have been
influenced by in-depth community forums, in which library
patrons and other citizens expressed their wishes and concerns.
The DCPL website, www.dclibrary.org, documents many of these
discussions and the architects’ responses to community input.
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  Over the past couple of years, the University of the District of
Columbia (UDC) has embarked on a series of initiatives that
promise to bring about the most profound changes at the
institution since it was formed in 1977 through the merger of
three existing colleges.  In 2009, the university spun off its
two-year associate’s degree programs as the Community College
of the District of Columbia, which occupies facilities in Northeast
and Southeast DC.  Now the university is developing plans to
turn its campus at Connecticut Avenue and Van Ness Street,
NW, into a full-fledged, residential institution, growing from a
current student body of roughly 3,500 to as many as 10,000.

Toward that end, UDC recently conducted a design
competition for a new student center, which will be the first
significant addition to the existing campus in its 33-year history.
A master plan developed by RTKL Associates identified three
possible locations for the center: one along Van Ness Street,
across from the new Chinese Embassy; one along Connecticut
Avenue, next to the Metro station entrance; and one along
Yuma Street.  Each of the competing architectural teams was
asked to prepare designs for all three sites.  Based on these

Courtesy of Cannon Design and Marshall Moya DesignRendering of proposed student center at the Connecticut Avenue site.

Campus Life:Campus Life:
Student Center to 
Give UDC a New Face
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Courtesy of Cannon Design and Marshall Moya Design

Rendering of proposed student center 
at the Van Ness Street site.
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proposals, the university selected the team from Cannon Design
in association with Marshall Moya Design (formerly Michael
Marshall Architecture).  

“This is the first opportunity for the school to re-brand itself
physically,” said Michael Marshall, AIA, NOMA, principal of
Marshall Moya.  “The university wants a 21st-century expression
for this building.  It’s part of their desire for a renaissance.”

The UDC campus is currently composed almost entirely of
undistinguished, unwelcoming buildings, and the university is
eager to use the new student center as a means of connecting the
school to its neighborhood by including elements with wide
appeal, such as a coffee shop and a bookstore.  For this reason,
community involvement—including students, faculty, and local

businesses and residents—is important to the university and to the
architectural team.  Comments from focus groups, a Facebook
page, and other vehicles will have a direct impact on decisions
regarding the center’s exact location and design. 

In terms of the architectural expression of the new facility,
the design team has a head start, based on strong direction from
university administrators.  “They want the building to be LEED
Platinum,” said Roland G. Lemke, AIA, LEED AP, principal at
Cannon Design.  “So the design is really driven by sustainability
concerns.  This is expected to be only the third building in DC to
achieve Platinum status.”

The university has set an ambitious goal of August 2012 for
the completion of the project.

Courtesy of Cannon Design and Marshall Moya Design

Rendering of proposed student center 
at the Yuma Street site.
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The recessed stretch of I-395 that runs south of
Massachusetts Avenue, NW, between 2nd and 3rd
Streets, is one of those tears in the urban fabric that
is so huge and permanent-looking that it’s easy to
conclude that nothing much can be done to fix it,
at least not at reasonable cost.  Louis Dreyfus
Property Group (LDPG), however, is proposing to
do just that by decking over the highway trench
and building a new mixed-use development on top.
The New York-based firm, which has developed
other properties in downtown DC, calls the project
“Return to L’Enfant,” because it would restore a
part of the city’s original street grid as designed
by Pierre Charles L’Enfant in 1791.

The project architect for the development is
the Connecticut-based firm Kevin Roche John
Dinkeloo and Associates; the master plan architect
for the project is the DC office of Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill (SOM).

The project encompasses about 1.92 million
square feet office space, 180,000 square feet of
residential space, 75,000 square feet of retail space,
and 1,178 parking below-grade parking spaces.  The
development includes new office buildings, a new
residential building with at least 50 units set
aside for affordable housing, relocated historic
structures, and new public spaces.

By reestablishing F and G Streets, NW, across
I-395, the project would mend an interruption in the
street grid and strengthen the link between Capitol
Hill and the downtown’s East End.  “The creation of
the platform [over the highway] and the re-institution
of [F and G] Streets will restore view corridors,
provide new sidewalks and streetscapes, and
provide new connections across the District,” said
Robert Braunohler, regional vice president at LDPG.

The project would eliminate a lightly-used
off-ramp and re-align two on-ramps.  The highway
itself would not be modified, and traffic would be
maintained on the highway throughout the 
project’s construction.

“While there were many complications
regarding covering the highway, we identified
early on that we needed to bring [supporting]
structure down into the highway zone rather than
try to [use a] long span,” said Rod Garrett, AIA, the
director of SOM’s DC office and master planner/
architect for the project.  “This allowed us to have
smaller structural supports and create the ground
floor plane of the buildings at grade.  Our goal
was to make the highway below disappear from
the street-level pedestrian experience.”

As part of the project, the historic Adas Israel
Synagogue is to be relocated from the northeast
corner of 3rd and G Streets, NW, which is on the
other side of 3rd Street from the project site, to a
spot within the project site at the southeast corner
of 3rd and F Streets, NW.  The former synagogue
now contains the Lillian & Albert Small Jewish
Museum, operated by the Jewish Historical Society
of Greater Washington.  LDPG says the relocation
“provides a significantly improved siting for the
historic building, with appropriate orientation and
better visibility and access.  It also provides for the
incorporation of additional space for the Jewish
Historical Society, including office and support
spaces located in adjacent wings of a new building.”
Interestingly, this would be the second time the
historic little building has been moved—it originally
stood at 600 5th Street, NW, and was shifted to its
present location in 1969.

42 RETHINKINGDC

Mending a Wound
in L’Enfant’s Plan:
Mending a Wound
in L’Enfant’s Plan:
Louis Dreyfus Property Group Envisions
Development Over the I-395 Trench
by Ronald O’Rourke

Current plan of the site.

Diagram of the “eco-chimney” 
for the I-395 redevelopment project.
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Courtesy of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill

Courtesy of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill
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The project will also relocate the Holy Rosary Rectory and
Holy Rosary Annex of the Archdiocese of Washington from their
current locations within the F Street right of way to new and
enhanced facilities that will be located on land that is partly on
the project site and partly church-owned.

LDPG and its architects are aiming to achieve LEED CS [Core
and Shell] Platinum certification for the office buildings and LEED
Gold certification for the residential building.  The project’s 
sustainable design features include high-performance building
envelopes, energy-efficient mechanical systems, the use of recycled
and sustainable building materials, green roofs, and a ground and
storm water collection and gray water re-use system. 

“We’re creating a green infrastructure at the street level which
will capture all storm water and direct it into cisterns for reuse into
the buildings,” Garrett said.  Currently, “storm water hits the
highway below and is simply sent into the already-overloaded
combined storm system.  Our plan will remove that burden.”

The project will also employ innovative “eco-chimneys” to filter
exhaust-laden air from the below-grade parking garage, vehicular
service corridor, and loading dock. The chimneys incorporate a
“living wall”—a scaffold inside the flue that is covered in plants
whose roots are exposed to the air.  In a process called active
phytoremediation, rhizomes on the roots “digest” volatile organic
compounds (VOCs), particulate matter, and other biological and
chemical pollutants before the air is vented to the outside.  The
eco-chimney idea was developed by the Center for Architecture
Science and Biology, a collaboration between SOM and Rensselaer
Polytechnic Institute.

“The idea for the eco-chimneys was presented at one of the
very first meetings with Dreyfus,” Garrett said.  “The system is
similar to another project our New York office is working on to
clean indoor air.”

There was a mania in the 1950s and 1960s for pushing highways
through established central-city areas.  Plans for such roadways
were eventually halted in the District by strong public opposition,
but not before some projects, such as the I-395 trench, were 
completed.  Cities across the country are now working to mitigate
and undo the damage that central-city highways did to their urban
fabrics.  San Francisco, for example, tore down its elevated
Embarcadero Freeway after it was damaged by an earthquake in
1989 and replaced it with a surface boulevard that keeps the city’s
waterfront better connected to its downtown.  And Boston famously
spent many years and billions of dollars in the so-called Big Dig
project to move its central-city highway network underground.

Decking over recessed highways and building new structures
on top is a third strategy that may now be coming to DC.  The DC
Council last July approved legislation authorizing the sale of the 
I-395 project site to LDPG.  A zoning application for the project
was submitted to the Zoning Commission in November.  LDPG
says it could start the decking-over process by the third quarter of
2012, and complete the new platform in about three-and-a-half
years.  The first new office building, LDPG says, could be finished
as soon as the first half of 2015, and the remaining structures could
be completed as soon as the third quarter of 2018.

“This is a complex and challenging project that has been
many years in the making,” LDPG’s Braunohler said.  “[LDPG],
with its design team, the District, and the Federal Highway
Administration, will work to develop [this site as] an air-rights
project that will become the model of sustainable urban infill
developments for American cities.”

“The highway system has bifurcated this part of DC,”
SOM’s Garrett said.  “This air-rights project is a major step
towards reconnecting it.”

Courtesy of Skidmore, Owings & MerrillPlan showing the proposed redevelopment of the site.
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