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5WELCOME

EXPANSIVE DEVELOPMENTS
On page 14 of this issue, you’ll find an advertisement featuring a
beautiful poster by Xuesheng Song for Architecture Month. You saw
that right—Architecture Week is becoming Architecture Month.
While it might seem like a leap for us to program a whole month of
events, the reality is that Architecture Weeks in recent years were
already spilling into second and even third weeks. Having a full
month will allow us to space things out a little more, so that you’ll
be able to take better advantage of the many gallery openings, tours,
and lectures without exhausting yourself.

As part of Architecture Month, I’ve been working on an 
exhibition for DAC’s SIGAL Gallery about bees and their relationship to the built envi-
ronment. Last spring, as readers of these pages know, we installed a beehive on the roof
of our building, and the bees have been happily producing honey. I originally thought the
exhibition would be solely about honeybees, in part because I thought that bees pretty
much all lived in hives. It turns out, though, that only about 20% of bee species live in
hives, and that most pollination is done by native bee species that often are solitary or in
groups or part-time hives. The various ways that bees live reflect their differing survival
strategies and adaptations to environmental conditions.

        In researching the exhibition, I’ve been reading the District’s wildlife plan and having
frequent conversations with Natasha Garcia-Andersen, the District’s Fish & Wildlife biol-
ogist. We first met when she cited us for not having a license for our hive (we had it, but
had not posted it), and since then she’s been a huge help in answering many of my bee-
related queries. You’ll see some that research if you come visit us in April when “Bees in
the City” opens.  
        One of the more important things I’ve learned about bees is that the District is home
to the rusty patched bumblebee, which in January became the first bumblebee species
(and the first bee of any kind in the continental United States) to be listed for protections
under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. That listing, made in the final days of the Obama
Administration, reportedly may be reversed by Congress. You can help this and other
threatened bee species (there are three others in the District)—as well as honeybees, who
face their own challenges, by planting native plants in your yard or on your balcony and
limiting the use of pesticides.  
        Along with expanding Architecture Week into Architecture Month, we’re adding to
ARCHITECTUREDC’s strategies for covering local architecture by introducing a new type
of feature that surveys projects occurring in a given part of town. The initial articles in
this new series, starting on page 68, focus on new and planned projects in the rapidly
evolving Shaw neighborhood. We hope you’ll find this new kind of coverage a compelling
addition to the magazine.

As always, we love to hear from you, so please drop me a line at mfitch@aiadc.com.

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

Welcome!
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Mary Jane Bolle (“Collaboration on the
Chesapeake”) is a freelance writer whose
passion is architecture.

Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP
(“Architectural Achievement” and 
“The Business of Academics”) is senior
associate with Eric Colbert & Associates.
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Architectural Conversation”) is a graduate
student in public anthropology at the
American University.  Both of her 
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with the National Capital Planning
Commission, is a regular contributor 
to ARCHITECTUREDC.

G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA
(“A Dream Deferred No More” and
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and writer, as well as senior curator at
the National Building Museum.  He is
the editor of ARCHITECTUREDC. 

Ronald O’Rourke (“Shaw Builds Up”) is
a regular contributor to ARCHITECTUREDC.
His father, Jack O'Rourke, was an 
architect in San Francisco for more 
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phone: 301.990.1901
www.thedeckawningcompany.com
www.corradiusa.com

7845-F Airpark Road, 
Gaithersburg, MD  20879

Restaurant Awnings 

Taylor Made Solutions 
for Your Outdoor Space.

The Only Retractable Awning 
That Solves The Sun, Wind 

and Rain Problem.
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13DETAILSDC

DetailsDC
The Architect 
as Public Artist
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

DetailsDC
After practicing architecture in DC for more than 25 years, Charles
Bergen decided to focus his creative impulses on public art. Among
his recent projects are two colorful, vibrant works, both of which
incorporate images of animals—a favored theme of the artist.
One is a “Barnes Dance” graphic at the intersection of 7th and H
streets, NW, in Chinatown, while the other is a series of pieces for
a small public plaza in the Brookland neighborhood.

Dragon Dance
A “Barnes Dance,” also known as a pedestrian scramble, is a street
crossing system that allows pedestrians to cross an intersection in
all directions at once—including diagonally—while vehicular traf-
fic is stopped. Bergen won a competition sponsored by a group of
DC government agencies for street graphics intended to highlight
one such crossing near the Chinatown Arch. Bergen’s design, exe-
cuted in collaboration with artist Brandon Bailey and completed in
2016, incorporates silhouettes of animals from the Chinese zodiac
in the perpendicular crosswalks, along with brightly colored drag-
ons in the diagonals. The dragon tails were carefully positioned to
curl around manhole covers, which had to remain uncovered. The
graphics were applied using a thermoplastic coating, rather than
paint, to ensure durability.

Dance Place Arts Park
Bergen also worked on the conversion of an asphalt-paved alley
next to Dance Place, a dance school at 8th and Kearny streets, NE,
into a neighborhood Arts Park. Because the alley provides emer-
gency access to the train tracks behind the school, no permanent
fixtures could block the central swath of the pavement. Bergen’s
contributions to the park included functional artworks such as a row
of bike racks, a bicycle repair station, and a water sprinkler in the
shape of a turtle, for which the artist personally made the wooden
formwork used to cast the animal out of marine-grade fiberglass.

Bike racks at the 8th Street Arts Park. Photo © Greg Staley

Turtle-shaped sprinkler at the 8th Street Arts Park. Photo © Greg Staley

The “Barnes Dance” graphics 
at 7th and H streets, NW.

Photo © Lauren Landau/DCist, courtesy of Charles Bergen
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DC architects are doing some of the 
most cutting-edge buildings in the city

Paola Moya, Assoc. AIA, NOMA, CEO, and Michael Marshall, AIA, NOMA, NCARB,
design director, principals of Marshall Moya Design, at Horace Mann Elementary
School, which was designed by the firm and completed in 2016, and is expected 

to achieve LEED Gold certification. 
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 In the early 1940s, African American artist Jacob Lawrence produced
a remarkable group of 60 paintings now known as the Migration
Series. The stark yet lively images depict the mass movement of
African Americans from the rural south toward northern cities in the
early 20th century. Virtually every painting in the series is a great
work of art in its own right, but taken together, they constitute a
powerful, multifaceted narrative of discrimination and hard-won
advancement, of continuing struggle and perpetual hope. For many
viewers, this sequence of paintings captures the essence of the
broader African American experience.
        So it is with the recently opened National Museum of African
American History and Culture (NMAAHC), the newest branch of
the Smithsonian Institution and the most striking addition to the
National Mall since the completion of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
in 1982. The museum is more than just a building—it is a collection
of extraordinary artifacts arranged and presented in a way that tells
a complex, often difficult, yet ultimately uplifting story. Like the

Migration Series, the museum is greater than the sum of its parts,
and it serves as a lens through which the myriad stories of African
Americans—and of Americans in general—may be freshly interpreted.

An Evocative Design
The building itself is the work of a consortium of four architecture
firms—Adjaye Associates, The Freelon Group, Davis Brody Bond,
and SmithGroupJJR—which jointly won a design competition for
the project in 2009. Its location, between the National Museum of
American History and the Washington Monument, is both auspicious
in its public visibility and evocative in its proximity to many of
the nation’s most hallowed landmarks. The site is not, however,
especially large by Mall standards, defined as it is by the relatively
short block between 14th and 15th streets, NW, and further con-
strained by the curve of the latter as it swerves deferentially around
the base of the Monument Grounds. Fitting a large new museum

20 A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

A Dream 
Deferred No More
Long-Awaited African American Museum
Opens on Mall
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

A Dream 
Deferred No More

The NMAAHC as seen from Constitution Avenue, NW.
Note the gap in the ornamental screen at the upper right,
which, from the interior, affords views toward the 
White House grounds.

Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC
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onto such a tight site required a number of trade-offs in
design and planning.
        The original competition-winning design included a
large, rectangular, elevated plinth containing the main
level of the museum and spanning almost the entire length
of the site from Constitution Avenue to Madison Drive.
Perched atop the southern end of this architectural podium
was to be a rectangular “corona”—a two-tiered tower
enmeshed in an intricate bronze screen, with each tier
flaring outward from bottom to top. The idea for the
corona came from Sir David Adjaye, the Tanzanian-born
principal of London-based Adjaye Associates and the
lead designer for the project, who was inspired by the
crown-like pinnacles of carved posts found on vernacular
buildings of the Yoruba people in what is now Nigeria.
“It is a column capital, [and] it has a pyramid reference,”
said Adjaye, “and despite the passage of time, it 
  represents the aesthetic world [that] the Africans brought
to America as slaves.”
        The proposed design underwent major alterations in
response to comments by review agencies such as the
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts and the National Capital
Planning Commission. The most significant change was
the elimination of the long, boxy element that was to
house the main level of the museum. While that podium

21A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

  
  

Project: National Museum of 
African American History & Culture,
1400 Constitution Avenue, NW, Washington, DC

Lead Design Architects: Adjaye Associates
Architects of Record: The Freelon Group (now part of Perkins+Will)
Associate Architects: Davis Brody Bond
Associate Architects: SmithGroupJJR
Landscape Architects: Gustafson Guthrie Nichol
Structural Engineers: Guy Nordenson and Associates (conceptual);
Robert Silman Associates
MEP/Fire Protection Engineers: WSP Flack + Kurtz
Civil Engineers: Rummel Klepper & Kahl
Geotechnical/Environmental Engineers: Froehling & Robertson
Threat Protection/Blast Engineers: Weidlinger Associates
Surveying/Subsurface Utility Investigation: A. Morton Thomas & Associates
Life Safety Code Consultants: Rolf Jensen & Associates
Cost Estimators: Faithful + Gould
Sustainable Design Consultants: Rocky Mountain Institute
Electronic/Anti-Terrorism/Security Consultants: ARUP North America
EIS/NEPA/Website Tier II Consultants: AECOM
Historic Resource Protection: Robinson & Associates
Public Outreach Consultants: Justice & Sustainability Associates
Lighting Consultants: Fisher Marantz Stone
Acoustical/AV/Multimedia/IT/Telecom Consultants: Shen Milsom & Wilke
Food Service Designers: Hopkins Food Service Specialists
Retail Designers: AA Museum Shops (A BDJ Ventures Company)
Theater/Multimedia Performance Space Designers: Fisher Dachs Associates
Façade Consultants: R.A. Heintges & Associates
Traffic Studies: Gorove Slade
Vertical Transportation Consultants: Lerch Bates
Specifications Consultants: Construction Specifications
Signage and Graphics Consultants: Poulin+Morris
Hardware Consultants: Erbschloe Consulting Services
Commissioning: McKissack & McKissack
General Contractors: Clark Construction Group; 
Smoot Construction; H.J. Russell & Co.

Galleries in the history section at the lower levels of the
museum. The Jim Crow-era railcar is visible at far right.

Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC
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would have been a welcome urban gesture, extending
almost to the Constitution Avenue sidewalk and thus
helping to reinforce the building line along that thor-
oughfare, the revised design resulted in a much stronger
architectural image. The two-tiered corona grew to three
levels suspended over a glass-enclosed base, yielding a
geometrically purer, more elegant form that holds its own
amidst the iconic buildings in its vicinity. The revised
corona is also closer in spirit to the carved wooden pillars
that inspired it, as demonstrated by an exemplary work
by the influential Yoruban artist Olowe of Ise (1873-ca.
1938) that is now on loan to the NMAAHC. Olowe’s
piece consists of a human figure crowned by a somewhat
precarious-looking triad of inverted, elongated, and 
truncated pyramids. In the “crown” of the carved post, as
on the building, three tiers make for a stronger composition
than two. 

        As the design for the corona continued to develop,
the museum’s founding director, Lonnie G. Bunch III,
suggested that the pattern of the metalwork in the screen be
modeled after traditional wrought iron grills designed and
often fabricated by slaves in the antebellum South. Seeking
a more modern aesthetic, Adjaye and his colleagues adapted
and abstracted Bunch’s idea, creating a geometrical design
that is historically evocative yet undeniably contemporary
in character. From a distance, the screen appears to be
composed of identical panels; in fact, they vary in the
density of metalwork, with panels of differing porosity
placed strategically so as to modulate the amount of 
sunlight entering the building while also helping to
emphasize key vistas from within.
        As is often the case, practical and budgetary consid-
erations also dictated changes to the original design.
Bronze proved to be too heavy for the ornamental screen,

22 A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

Entry portico of the NMAAHC, with shallow pool symbolizing the ocean
that African captives crossed on their way to enslavement in America.

Close-up of the ornamental metal screen.

Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC Contemplative Court.

Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC
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so the architects settled on a bronze-colored cast aluminum instead.
It was an understandable yet unfortunate substitution, as the 
aluminum lacks the minute irregularities that give natural bronze
such depth and richness when viewed at close or even medium
range. To mimic that effect as closely as possible, the design team
specified a polymer coating called PVDF, or polyvinylidene fluoride,
which does indeed lend some desirable variation to the color of
the grillwork. “We worked for nearly a year on that finish,” said
Hal Davis, FAIA, senior vice president of SmithGroupJJR, who
oversaw the design and execution of the building’s enclosure,
“and in the end, I think it paid off.”
        While some compromises were necessary in the choice of
material for the screen, they in no way diminish the larger-scale
visual impact of the corona. It is a polite yet confident rebuke to
the prevailing classicism of the National Mall. Its intricate patterns
contrast with the stony solidity of neighboring buildings, just as its
dark color stands out against the predominant marble and limestone.

And while the other buildings along the Mall appear fundamentally
unchanged when lit at night, the NMAAHC assumes a stunningly
different aspect when the corona is backlit. The somewhat brooding
quality that it possesses by day begins to fade at dusk into an 
ethereal luminousness.

The Choreography of Experience
The main entrance to the museum faces Madison Drive, and is
announced by a monumental yet sleek canopy some 200 feet long.
While obviously quite different in form and scale, the canopy alludes
to the traditional porches that play vital social roles in historic
African American neighborhoods, and effectively serves the same
function: it defines a transitional space between inside and outside,
between the general and the particular. It is also deftly designed so
as not to compromise the purity of the main block of the building—
the roof is pulled back from the edge of the corona, while a lower-scale

23A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

 rt. Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC
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pavilion pops out from the glass curtain wall at ground level to
protect visitors from any precipitation falling through that gap. 
A shallow pool in the plaza beneath the canopy symbolizes the
ocean that captive Africans traversed on their way to enslavement
in America.
        The interior of the entry level is bright and airy, thanks to its
perimeter glass curtain wall and the four concentrated structural
and service cores that keep most of the floor area free. The main
gathering space is a bit reminiscent of an airport terminal, a 
comparison that seems apt when the museum is swarming with
visitors, as has been the case virtually every day since it opened.
The unencumbered space proves its efficacy as families and tour
groups sort themselves out there before embarking on the choreo-
graphed journey through the museum’s imposing sequence of
exhibition galleries.
        The elimination of the large podium from the original design
proposal had profound implications for the internal organization

of the museum. The height of the building above ground level was
legally capped, so the gallery spaces and other functions that would
have been in the podium had nowhere to go but underground.
Accommodating all that space required general excavation to a
depth of 70 feet—lower at some points—on a site where the natural
water table was quite high. That posed not only a technical challenge—
engineering and building a bathtub-like structure to keep the
water out—but also an aesthetic one. What kind of experience
might visitors have in a museum that was 60% underground?
        The architectural team and exhibition designers with Ralph
Appelbaum Associates, working in close cooperation with the
Smithsonian’s curators and project managers, succeeded in turning
this problem to advantage by devising a circulation strategy that
reinforces the museum’s fundamental narratives. Visitors begin by
taking an elevator to the lowest level. As they go down, they look
through windows in the elevator cab toward descending numbers—
representing years—painted on the surrounding wall, suggesting

24 A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

Ornamental screen as seen from within the museum.
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that they are going back in time. They emerge in a 
relatively low-ceilinged, dark space, where the historical
narrative commences with the earliest days of the slave
trade. At strategic points, depressions in the concrete floor
accommodate quasi-archaeological displays that add 
literal and figurative depth to the narrative. Here as else-
where in the historically oriented galleries, the architecture
and the exhibitry are thoughtfully integrated, managing
to evoke emotional reactions without resorting to 
cheap theatrics. 
        As the storyline proceeds through time, visitors
encounter breathtaking artifacts at a wide range of scales,
from a shawl given to Harriet Tubman by Britain’s Queen
Victoria, to a 77-ton, Jim-Crow-era railcar (with segregated
seating) that had to be installed while the museum was
still under construction. Visitors ascend through the three
floors of history galleries via a series of long, gently sloping

ramps conceived by the Appelbaum exhibition design
team. The final ramp carries visitors to the Concourse
Level, where they may enter the Contemplative Court,
which lies just below the lawn to the north side of the
main building. The centerpiece of the court is a fountain
in which water falls from an oculus, or circular opening
in the ceiling, to a pool below. The Concourse Level also
includes a gallery for changing exhibitions, the café, and
a stylish auditorium named for one of the museum’s most
generous benefactors, Oprah Winfrey. The auditorium is
lined with perforated metal panels recalling those of 
the corona.
        Connecting the Concourse Level with the Entrance
Level above is a sweeping spiral staircase with railings of
solid, blue-tinted steel. Its simple, graceful swoop belies
the impressive structural system required to support such
a large, freestanding element. Like the circular fountain in
the Contemplative Court, the stair provides a welcome
curvilinear counterpoint to the predominant rectilinearity
of the museum.
        Above the main floor are three more public levels
containing education facilities, Community Galleries
(including a section on African Americans in sports), and
Culture Galleries (focusing on visual and performing arts).
The circulation spine along the northern edge of each of
these floors affords views through the glass curtain wall
and the corona, with dappled city vistas beyond. From
this vantage point, the purpose of several large gaps in
the ornamental screen, which appear almost accidental
from the exterior, becomes clear: they judiciously frame
broad lines of sight toward nearby landmarks. 
        The exhibitry in the upper-level galleries, focusing
on more contemporary subject matter, is appropriately
much livelier and less formal than in the history section.
In these areas, visitors are bombarded with countless
familiar images and objects that are likely to evoke very
specific memories from the own lifetimes. There are also
several architectural surprises lurking on these levels,
including a small peninsula jutting out from the Community
Galleries and leading to a slender window that perfectly
frames the Washington Monument. Another nook in the
southeast corner of the Culture Galleries highlights the
long view down the Mall toward the Capitol dome.
        Administrative offices and support spaces occupy the
topmost level of the building, which is set back from the
parapet of the corona and thus largely invisible from ground
level. The setback allows for terraces with spectacularly
open views that can be used for special events. The
bright, airy offices are a far cry from the dungeon-like
workspaces common to many other museums, in which
employees are often relegated to basements or other areas
with minimal light and room.

A Sense of Responsibility and Pride
Any project proposed for a site on the National Mall
must endure extraordinary scrutiny from governmental
officials, design review agencies, and the general public.
In the case of a museum that focuses on the history and

25A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC
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culture of a specific ethnic group, the stakes are even
higher, as constituents understandably take a strong
interest in how their lives and experiences are represented
to the world. Moreover, any project involving a coalition
of no fewer than four architecture firms—each already
enjoying a well-established reputation—is inherently
fraught with the potential for creative squabbling and
inertia. In short, there were many reasons why the
NMAAHC could have gone disastrously wrong.
        It didn’t. The new building is a worthy addition to
the Washington’s monumental core, and its content is
likely to leave most any visitor awestruck. This is largely
a tribute to the design team members, who were diverse
in terms of ethnicity, socioeconomic background, and even
nationality, but united in expressing a strong personal
feeling that working on this project was a singular
opportunity that also entailed profound professional and
cultural obligations. “As an African American architect,”
said Philip G. Freelon, FAIA, LEED AP BD+C, whose
firm was recently acquired by Perkins+Will, “I felt a great
sense of pride working on the museum. I also felt 
responsible for delivering a successful outcome.” 
        “I go past the museum almost every month now,”
said Adjaye, the lead designer, “and I still can’t absorb
the thought. You realize the power of a political and
socially charged space. It is a rare and special moment
when architecture has the opportunity to connect to the
ethos of a people in such a palpable, discrete way.”
        The success of the project is evident in the flood of
visitors who have been flocking to the museum since it
opened, spending many hours there engrossed in its
exhibitions. Often moving and at times almost over-
whelming, the NMAAHC demands a commitment not
only of time, but also of emotion. The payoff, especially
for the people to whose history and culture the institution
is dedicated, is the opportunity to find a little bit of 
themselves enshrined in the symbolic heart of our nation.

26 A DREAM DEFERRED NO MORE

The Oprah Winfrey Theater, with screens similar to those on the building’s exterior. Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC

Precisely framed view of the Washington Monument
from one of the upper levels of the museum.

Photo © Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC
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People sailing on the Chesapeake Bay might fantasize that if they
could just focus intently enough, they could see clearly through
the water to the multitude of creatures swimming below.  
        In reality, however, the bay’s water long ago lost its clarity. Its
oysters—natural water filters with an unfortunate reputation for
being tasty—have been decimated by human consumption. Just as
importantly, other factors, including general overfishing and the
influx of toxic nutrients, chemicals, and invasive species, have led
to further degradation of the bay. As a result, it has turned murky
and sick, to the point of sprouting dead zones where oxygen 
deprivation has snuffed out all marine life.

        History has shown, however, that if a cause is noble enough
to ignite passions, a simple act can start a positive chain reaction.
This happened in 1962, when Robert Lee Forrest, a bachelor
farmer from Edgewater, Maryland, died and left his estate—a 368-
acre dairy farm plus $1.7 million—to the Smithsonian Institution.
Resisting the temptation to sell the land, the Smithsonian instead
established a modest field-collection operation at the picturesque 
site, located along the Rhode River not far from the Chesapeake’s
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Collaboration 
on the Chesapeake
New Building for the Smithsonian
Environmental Research Center
by Mary Jane Bolle

Collaboration 
on the Chesapeake

Charles McC. Mathias Laboratory, with new wing to the left 
and renovated wing to the right.
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Project: Charles McC. Mathias Laboratory,
Smithsonian Environmental Research Center, 647 Contees Wharf Road,
Edgewater, MD

Architects/Interior Designers/MEP Engineers: EwingCole
Landscape Architects: Poole Design, LLC
Structural Engineers: Woods • Peacock Engineering Consultants
Civil Engineers: Alpha Corporation
Fire Protection/Life Safety Consultants: LaSalle Engineering
Commissioning Agent: Bo Petersson
Environmental Consultants: Atelier Ten Environmental 
Design Consultants
Cost Estimators: Crawford Consulting Services
Signage Consultants: ex;it
Contractor: Hensel Phelps Construction Co.

Photo © Ron Blunt / www.ronbluntphoto.com

Photo © Ron Blunt / www.ronbluntphoto.comFaçade of new wing, with water-retention pools 
in the foreground.
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famous Thomas Point Lighthouse. As swarms of scientists came to
study the ecology of the bay’s watershed, the Smithsonian acquired
more land—bringing the total to 4.1 square miles—and began
building a series of ad hoc, makeshift laboratories. 
        Over the years, the outpost grew into the Smithsonian
Environmental Research Center (SERC), an increasingly important
scientific enterprise that was hampered by its rudimentary facilities.
Finally, in 2006, EwingCole was called in to design a 25-year master
plan to organize the entire property. Principal Jeff Hirsch, AIA, LEED
AP, and his team arrived to find a jumble of isolated, temporary
trailers; crowded work conditions; a lack of places for scientists to
collaborate, mingle, or even sit; and labs filled with fire hazards and
toxic chemicals with minimal ventilation and fire suppression systems. 
        “We selected EwingCole out of many applicants,” said Steven
J. Groh, LEED AP, architect with Smithsonian Facilities and project
manager for the SERC lab, “because they asked the right questions
regarding SERC’s mission and goals.”
        Architects and engineers from both EwingCole and the
Smithsonian, the world’s largest non-university research institution,
met as a group twice a month to discuss how to proceed. They
convinced the Smithsonian leadership that the “urgent priority”
needed to be the construction of a new main building to foster
SERC’s mission, which is to lead environmental research regarding
the impact of humans on coastal ecosystems (i.e., wherever land
meets the sea) in order to “inform real-world decisions for wise
policies, best business practices, and a sustainable planet.”
Throughout the design and construction process, the architects and
engineers continued to work together closely to ensure that every

design decision responded to various engineering, conservation,
and sustainability problems and objectives. Their approach
improved efficiency and saved money. 
        The result is the Charles McC. Mathias Laboratory, named for
the late U.S. Senator from Maryland, who, after a 450-mile boat
trip studying the bay’s problems in 1973, made its preservation his
life-long personal passion. The $57 million, federally-funded project
was completed on time and nearly $1 million under budget in
2015. The work was done in two phases: Phase I was the new
building; Phase II was the renovation of an older (now adjoining)
concrete-block building.
        The completed complex is L-shaped, with the new wing, a
long, mostly two-story block, linked at an angle to the pre-existing,
much smaller one-story wing. The new wing resembles a large
barn with a shed roof—an architectural nod to the farms that once
populated the area. Inside, this wing is subdivided into three long
“slices” accommodating, from front to back, laboratories, offices,
and an atrium. The architects ensured that each slice would enjoy
abundant daylight and foster interrelationships among scientists.
        The front slice, housing laboratories, features wide bands of
windows facing due south to maximize and equalize light to all labs.
Reflective glass, manually activated interior shades, and decorative
exterior overhangs casting chevron-shaped shadows temper the sun’s
light and heat during the summer, and intensify it during the winter.
To encourage curiosity-driven interaction among the scientists, the
architects placed partial partitions between the labs, and created
“boardwalks” at the front and back so scientists could simply stroll
past the line of labs and look or drop in. 
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Photo © Ron Blunt / www.ronbluntphoto.comAtrium of the laboratory building.
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        The middle zone of the new wing contains offices with glass
walls and doors that pull light far into the depths of the building.
This configuration is intended to save on electricity and raise the
spirits of scientists within. Not all scientists were initially happy
with this see-through arrangement, however. Some, accustomed to
working in small, enclosed labs and offices, were uncomfortable
being in “fish tanks.” To help ease the transition into a new way of
working together, early posted signs read, “Please don’t tap on the
glass: Scientists in their natural habitat.” Benefits of the collective
collaborative-support aspects of the building continue to emerge:
Today, some of SERC’s new reports may list as many as 10 
contributors, including researchers from all over the world. 
        The back slice of the new, two-story wing is a trapezoidal
(almost triangular) atrium that also serves as a link to the old wing.
It is flooded with light from north-facing clerestory windows, framing
a moving panorama of sky and clouds. On the ground floor, bistro
tables and chairs encourage break-time interactions and impromptu
meetings. A rectangular pool with gurgling fountains and green-
filled planters give the atrium a cozy, outdoor feel, even in the dead
of winter. The planters and paneling are made from renewable,
drought-tolerant sorghum, once found primarily in U.S. livestock
feed-bins (and on Midwestern breakfast tables as a molasses 
substitute). At both ends of the atrium, conference rooms with
glass walls and doors carry light, but not sound, into meetings,
and reinforce face-recognition familiarity.
         Renovations to the old wing serve primarily to bring in daylight,
upgrade mechanical features, and add a sprinkler system.
Accordingly, the architects sawed through the old concrete blocks

to remove walls, widen doorways, create skylights, and insert
wide bands of windows similar to those along the front of the new
wing. Then they painted everything bright, reflective white. Now,
this old wing houses a variety of airy offices, smaller conference
rooms, and the lunchroom. 
        Outdoors, results of the intensive design teamwork among
architects, landscape architects, and engineers are on full display.
Guests arriving by car at the circular entrance patio are greeted
near the front door by a silver, corrugated-metal silo—echoing the
farm theme—housing rainwater for direct irrigation. Along the sloping
ground in front of the new wing lie four water-retention pools
(actually ecosystems that attract birds, insects, and croaking frogs)
in which experiments are being conducted to test the effectiveness
of various plants, grasses, and pool depths to filter water. Each
succeeding pool is deeper than the previous one. During heavy rains,
water overflows from one pool to the next in a riot of mini-waterfalls.
Beneath the pools, 250 geothermal wells, each 430 feet deep, reduce
potential energy requirements for heating and air conditioning by 43%. 
        Across the field and up the hill is a 300,000-gallon cistern
holding “grey water” (which looks crystal-clear). Wastewater from
toilets (yes, toilets), sink drains, and scientific filtration systems is
purified in the freestanding water treatment plant on the site, and
stored in the cistern for three uses: toilet (re)flushings, sprinkler-
system pipe maintenance, and irrigation. This recycling reduces
potential overall water consumption by 77%. Finally, photovoltaic
panels for solar-electricity production have been installed on the
roof and on a permanent shade structure built over the parking lot.
These conservation steps helped to earn the facility LEED
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Platinum status. The building also received a Presidential
“GreenGov” award for taking new steps to advance sustainability.
        In alignment with the Smithsonian’s mission, “the increase
and diffusion of knowledge,” SERC is charged with helping to
restore the bay through research and education. Its programs have
produced key research contributing to restoration of blue crabs,
combatting mercury pollution, fighting invasive species, and filtering
nutrients with “riparian buffers” (streamside forests and wetlands)
before they pollute the bay. Its education program reaches roughly
10,000 children each summer. The young people, typically from
kindergarten through 8th grade, are escorted down to the docks,

out in boats, and through the nature center to learn about the bay, its
habitats, pollution, and the promise of environmental preservation. 
        EwingCole’s intensive architectural-engineering approach has
resulted in a building that is both educational and sustainable, and
that promotes collaboration around the world on SERC projects.
As Hirsch put it: “The design is unabashedly modern and speaks
to the many directions that Smithsonian science may take. But the
experience of being in the center of a great research campus is to
be in a place where the built and natural systems cooperate—
almost as if they have always been together.”
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Photo by Jeffrey Totaro
Entry area with silo that collects rainwater for irrigation.
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Project: University of the District of Columbia
Student Center,
4200 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Washington, DC

Architects: CannonDesign in association with Marshall Moya Design
Landscape Architects: Lee and Associates
Lighting Designer: Samantha LaFleur
Structural Engineers: ReStl Designers Inc.
MEP Engineers: Setty and Associates
Civil Engineers: Delon Hampton & Associates
AV/IT Consultants: The Sextant Group
Food Service Consultants: Envision Strategies/Ricca Newmark Design
General Contractor: Parkinson Forrester Joint Venture

All photos © Sam Kittner

Entry plaza of the UDC Student Center.
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The main campus of the University of the District of Columbia
(UDC) in the Van Ness neighborhood of Northwest Washington
was initially developed between the 1960s and very early 1980s, 
an era in which institutional architecture tended to be monumental,
often at the expense of cohesive streetscapes and inviting open
spaces. Consisting mostly of blocky, concrete-clad buildings with
relatively few windows, the university has long lacked a distinct
architectural identity. Furthermore, the substantial setbacks of the
buildings closest to Connecticut Avenue, the busy thoroughfare
lining one edge of the campus, isolated the institution from the
surrounding community.
        The architects of the new Student Center at UDC recognized
immediately that the project was fundamentally an urban design
problem. The team of CannonDesign and Marshall Moya Design,
who won the commission through a design competition, explored
three different possible sites for the new facility before settling on a
roughly triangular sliver of land at the corner of Connecticut Avenue

and Van Ness Street, adjacent to a Metro station entrance. From a
purely institutional standpoint, the idea of placing a student center
at one extreme corner of the campus might seem surprising, but
the design team recognized that this site offered an unmatched
opportunity both to enhance the university’s identity and to
strengthen its ties to its urban context.
        “It was a whole new paradigm,” said Michael Marshall, AIA,
NOMA, design director and principal of Marshall Moya. “University
centers have traditionally been at the centers of their campuses,
because they were solely student-focused. [Instead,] we created a
new gateway—a new face for the campus—breaking down the
town/gown divide.”
        The site was previously an aesthetically barren plaza, though
one that provided a popular shortcut for pedestrians walking
between the Metro and either the International Center, an enclave
of foreign embassies adjacent to the campus, or residential areas to
the west. Beneath the northeastern portion of the plaza was a large
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Recentered
UDC Project Creates 
New Face for Campus
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Recentered UDC Student Center, as seen from across Connecticut Avenue. 
The exterior staircase at right leads to a quadrangle that connects 
to public sidewalks and neighborhoods beyond.
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underground electrical vault that could not be built over. Taking
into account these two factors, the architects developed a plan in
which the bulk of the new building was placed at the southern
end of the site, with a narrow wing running along the western
edge and a smaller plaza to the northeast that now serves as a
more appropriate complement to the Metro entrance. A new grand
staircase links the plaza with an upper-level quadrangle, which in
turn connects to sidewalks that lead to the International Center
and beyond, thus preserving the neighbors’ beloved shortcut. 
“The school is calling this new plaza the ‘front porch,’” said
Roland Lemke, AIA, LEED AP, principal at CannonDesign. 
“The stairs are like the stairs to a house, just bigger.”
        “The site is right next to one of five commercial hubs along
Connecticut Avenue [above Rock Creek Park],” noted Marshall, “and
we saw this as a real opportunity for place-making.” Contributing
to that goal is the project’s most prominent architectural element, a
clock tower. Although utterly modern in its architectural form and
expression, with its slim, angled fins bracketing a glassy spire, the
tower fulfills a traditional role, helping to mark the main entrance
to the building while creating an instant landmark visible from
well up and down Connecticut Avenue. 
        The architecture of the new building relates to the existing
Brutalist buildings on campus but offers a warmer aesthetic. Cast

stone panels along the grand staircase recall both the concrete that
defines the campus and nearby commercial buildings of buff brick.
The rest of the Student Center is primarily clad in copper-colored
metal panels that complement the beige of the concrete. Aiming for
LEED Platinum certification, the architects limited the total glass
area of the façades, thus minimizing solar gain in the summer and
heat loss in the winter. A syncopated pattern of slender windows adds
interest and visual rhythm. Vertical fins of perforated aluminum
filter sunlight entering the windows while lending a sense of depth
to the façades.
        The Student Center’s interior programming also reflects the
desire to blur the boundaries between the university and the
community. A spacious atrium, accessible directly from the small
plaza and lined in the same copper-colored panels used on the
exterior, serves as a dining and social hub for students and the public.
Street-level retail and independent food service establishments are
expected to open soon. Upper levels include offices for the student
newspaper and student government, along with a “wellness center”
that neighborhood residents may use for a small fee. Meeting and
gathering spaces are also available to community groups by request.
        Marshall can claim a personal connection to UDC that proved
helpful during the design process. “I started my academic career at
UDC,” said Marshall, who went on to get his bachelor’s degree
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Lounge and pre-function space in the UDC Student Center.
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from the Catholic University of America and a Master of
Architecture from Yale University. “I was part of one of the first
groups to use the [UDC] campus, and I was really able to take
advantage of that institutional history.”
        The Student Center already appears to be a great success.
“Before, students had nowhere to gather, which was a real problem
for a commuter school,” said Lemke. “When I last visited there
was a ton of students in the building. Erik Thompson [UDC’s
director of real estate and capital construction] said it has definitely
made a difference.” 
        The university administration hopes to build on-campus
housing in the future in accordance with a master plan by RTKL
Associates (now CallisonRTKL). Meanwhile, the new Student
Center is playing a vital role in providing a shared sense of identity
for the widely dispersed university community, while helping to
foster new relationships between the university and neighboring
residents and workers.
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Student Center as seen from the corner of Connecticut Avenue and Van Ness Street, NW.

Courtyard between the new Student Center at left and 
an existing building on the UDC campus.
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Hodson House, the newest building on the historic St.
John’s College campus in Annapolis, Maryland, is a
seemingly modest structure that is almost domestic in scale.
It is a surprisingly rich work of architecture, however,
that can be regarded as a built expression of the college’s
unique pedagogy. Moreover, the design process behind
the project embodied the ways in which St. John’s students
learn about the world.
        To truly understand Hodson House, one must first
understand St. John’s. The small college is the third oldest
in the country—older, in fact, than the country itself. It
was founded in 1696 as the King William’s School in
Annapolis, which itself was founded in 1649 (a second
campus, in Santa Fe, New Mexico, opened in 1964). The
Annapolis campus, which accommodates fewer than 500
students, exemplifies the Georgian and Federal architecture
of historic Annapolis. Stately red brick buildings surround
a picturesque green. Though only a few short blocks from
downtown, the campus is lined with mature trees that
distinguish it from the compact yet busy city center. 
        The college follows a “Great Books” curriculum
rooted in the intensive study of the most important books
and ideas of Western civilization, going back as far as
ancient Greece and Rome. Yet St. John’s is by no means

stuck in the past. Despite its historical setting and classical
scholarly foundation, St. John’s wishes to instill in its
students the ability to think critically and use that thinking
to advance knowledge. As the college’s website states,
“Inspired by some of the most brilliant minds in Western
tradition, students push themselves to think deeply, discuss
intensely, and live boldly—and then carry that passion
into the world.”
        Students follow a prescribed four-year curriculum
and attend all the same classes as their peers. There are no
majors. At the core of St. John’s pedagogy is conversation,
which takes the form of the seminar. Students meet in
small groups twice a week to examine and discuss the
great texts. St. John’s states that the seminar develops
attentive reading, clarity of thought, and encourages 
the exploration of the unfamiliar. Conversations carry
beyond the seminar and permeate the campus.
        Hodson House, similarly, may be viewed as a 
conversation: between historic and modern, student and
faculty, campus and town. Designed by Dynerman
Architects and conceived during a comprehensive master
planning process completed by Dynerman along with
EE&K Architects (now Perkins Eastman), Hodson House
presented an opportunity to introduce a new building that
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Project: Hodson House, St. John’s College,
60 College Avenue, Annapolis, MD

Architects: Dynerman Architects pc
Landscape Architects: Nelson Byrd Woltz
Structural Engineers: Structura
MEP Engineers: James Posey Associates
Contractor: Brown Contracting Company

An Architectural
Conversation
Hodson House Captures 
the Spirit of St. John’s College
by Holly Feldman-Wiencek

An Architectural
Conversation All photos © Paul Burk

Entry to Hodson House at 
St. John’s College in Annapolis.

Hodson House forecourt.
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would tie together several specific needs identified in the
review of the campus. Principal Alan Dynerman, FAIA,
combined these diverse programmatic needs in a single
building that speaks to the surrounding architecture
while also providing a dynamic welcome to the campus
from a once-neglected vehicular entrance now often
used by visiting prospective students.
        In its materials, massing, and roofline, Hodson House
recalls the colonial architecture ubiquitous throughout
the city. The red brick matches nearby buildings in both
color and pattern. The steeply pitched roof mirrors the
roofline of the nearby Charles Carroll the Barrister [sic]
House that serves as the admissions office (and which
holds the distinction of being the first structure designated
as historic in the city). Dynerman played with the traditional
forms, however, bringing the steep lines of the roof down
to the top of the first floor and filling the gabled ends
with large windows. The interplay of the large gable and
the rectilinear, brick-clad volumes bracketing it gives the
building a distinctly modern feel.
        The expansive windows also allow people outside
to see what is happening inside—a perspective that is
not available in other, more opaque campus buildings.
This transparency—both literal and figurative—reminds
people both inside and outside of the importance of
interaction and conversation. 
        In fact, the windows of Hodson House look out onto
what is aptly named the Conversation Garden. The garden
was designed along with Hodson House as a joint
effort between Dynerman Architects and the landscape
architecture firm of Nelson Byrd Woltz. As the name 
suggests, the garden serves as a place where students
and faculty can continue the conversations begun in
classes and seminars. It is meant to be a place of reflection
and interaction.
        Programmatically, Hodson House also echoes the rest
of campus. During the master plan process, Dynerman
noticed that though the campus is idyllic, it also has an
urban quality because of its small-scale, multi-function
buildings. He wanted to keep with this pattern and 
combine uses in Hodson House, which is how it came to
house three distinct needs: a seminar/conference room,
faculty offices, and administrative offices for development
and alumni affairs. The mixing of functions also fulfilled
another objective: ensuring that the building would be
used throughout the day, keeping a once-quiet part of
campus lit, active, and, as a result, safer.
        Dynerman was attentive to the ways the surrounding
community interacts with and uses the St. John’s campus.
He noted that because the campus has been a part of
Annapolis since before the 1700s, the two are interwoven.
St. John’s students use Annapolis as both an extension of
and escape from campus, studying in coffee shops and
relaxing in town. Community residents use the campus
for leisure and cultural enrichment, walking through the
green and attending concerts, the museum, and lectures.
The Conversation Garden was conceived as another
place for this relationship between college and city 
to grow. 
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Forecourt and entry 
to Hodson House.
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        Talking with Dynerman, one can see why his firm
was chosen for this project. He loves conversations.
Rather than coming to clients with a design that merely
solves a programmatic problem, Dynerman says, “You
have to be willing to listen and think a lot” in order to
understand the problem fully, and only then “an
answer will emerge.”
        Reflecting that attitude, Hodson House captures
the spirit of St. John’s College and the exchanges of
ideas that are so integral to its pedagogy. It is fitting
that such a building now greets prospective students,
inviting them to join the conversation.
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Conversation Garden with 
Hodson House in background.

Lobby.
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Architectural
Achievement
Dynamic Forms Enliven 
Charter School
by Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP

Architectural
Achievement

New wing of the Achievement Preparatory Academy
Public Charter School, housing the Middle School.
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The Achievement Preparatory Academy charter school was founded
to close the achievement gap between children from poorer versus
wealthier neighborhoods in DC. Diving into that mission, the school
opened in the Washington Highlands neighborhood, one of the
poorest parts of the city, with a long history of high crime and
poor educational performance. Physically remote from downtown
DC, Washington Highlands saw fewer than 25% of its children
graduate from high school as recently as 2008. 
        Via a combination of longer school days and the establishment
of a strong culture that values learning, Achievement Prep has had
impressive success. According to the website Idealist.org, “Although
a majority of the children who come to Achievement Prep are 
2-3 years behind grade level, since opening its doors in 2008,
Achievement Prep scholars have been some of the highest performing
children in the District of Columbia, managing to outperform many
of their peers from more affluent and privileged backgrounds.”  
        The original program, serving grades 4-8, was located in a for-
mer DC public school, a solidly built, C-shaped block. The front of
the building faces a weary-looking public housing project across
Wahler Place, SE. It is a rather plain modernist building, but thanks
to its three-story height, symmetrical façade, and classically-inspired
entrance surround, it reads as an anchor and local landmark. The

wings drop to two stories and their facades have a more informal,
form-follows-function quality, with expressed stairs and a tall chimney. 
        A separate facility housing pre-kindergarten through 3rd grade
was initially located a few blocks away. Having built a program
and a reputation, the school determined in 2013 to consolidate to
one campus by building a new Middle School and then renovating
the former public school building to serve as the Elementary School.
Studio Twenty Seven Architecture, which has considerable
experience with charter schools, was called for the job.
        The master plan developed by the architects called for the
creation of a second three-story block, similar to the original school
in many respects but clearly expressing the more lively spaces within,
which in turn reflect the dynamic character of Achievement Prep’s
curriculum, methodology, and staff. Between the two buildings
would be a naturally protected outdoor space: a commons that
includes a playground for the Lower School students and a covered
walkway connecting the buildings. The commons would be a 
welcome amenity under any circumstances—a void in tension
between the two solid masses—but in Washington Highlands 
it takes on extra value as a secure space, separated from the 
surrounding streets and neighborhood.  
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Project: Achievement Preparatory Academy PCS,
908 Wahler Place, SE, Washington, DC

Architects: Studio Twenty Seven Architecture
Landscape Architects: Siteworks
Structural Engineers: Ehlert Bryan, Inc.
MEP Engineers: Setty Associates
Civil Engineers: Christopher Consultants
Acoustical Consultants: Acoustical Design Collaborative, Ltd
General Contractor: MCN Build

All photos © Anice Hoachlander/Hoachlander Davis Photography

Renovated building now housing the 
Achievement Prep Elementary School.
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        A key facet of the Achievement Prep program is
longer school days, allowing more time both in and out
of the classroom. “Longer days demand an organized
environment with diverse, stimulating spaces,” noted
Jacob Marzolf, Studio Twenty Seven’s project designer.
Architecturally, this translated into generous daylighting,
mostly single-loaded corridors, ever-changing views to
the outside, and a variety of spatial experiences within.
Studio Twenty Seven’s parti, or organizing principle, for
the new Middle School was to take “bites” away from the
basic, blocky massing to express the different program-
matic elements within and to provide windows for all
spaces—on multiple sides where possible. Similar 
“subtractions” were planned to the original building, 
too, to bring daylight to the double-loaded corridors. 
Due to budgetary limitations, those changes to the original
building didn’t happen, but the architects’ devotion to
the idea is noteworthy.
        The charter school’s goal to create community is
rooted in the practical, if unfortunate, fact that many of
the students do not enjoy stable lives at home, nor in their
immediate neighborhood. Architecturally, the principal
manifestation of the goal is the central commons space 
of the new Middle School, a dynamic space along the

grand stair that connects the three stories of the school.
The main space, at the second floor, is two stories in
height, with windows on two sides and a flexible-use
homework area/lounge space. It extends both to the
third floor via a large-riser stair/amphitheater, and down
to the main entrance lobby on the first floor. Overlooking
the space are catwalk corridors and a red-walled meeting
room. The diagonals of the space are expressed on the
exterior, thus animating the façade that faces the
Elementary School.  
        A multipurpose room at the first floor is an architec-
turally calmer version of the central commons and serves
many of the same informal purposes, in addition to being
the cafeteria. It is also a double-height space, with part of
its ceiling being the sloping underside of the grand stair.
There are fewer windows to the outside and no through-
circulation, but it is overlooked by windows into the second
floor classroom corridor, which visually connect it into
the rest of the facility. The gymnasium uses a different mix
of the same architectural vocabulary to provide a third
double-height space, this time focused on movement 
and action.
        Another unusual aspect of Achievement Prep is that
students have “ownership” of the classrooms. Each grade
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Rendering showing the new Middle School at left and
the renovated Elementary School at right, with the
courtyard between them.

Courtesy of Studio Twenty Seven Architecture
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level has a “collaborative work space” approximately the size of a
classroom, which has open-office workstations for each teacher and
small meeting areas. They are located somewhat away from the
classrooms, to emphasize the distinction. They encourage information
sharing among the teachers and foster a sense of common purpose
among the adults of Achievement Prep. One more nice touch is
that, within the new building, classes are located with 4th grade 
at the bottom and 8th at the top, so that students literally rise as
they advance.
        All spaces in the new building including the gymnasium are
daylit, some on more than one side. The classrooms face either
northeast into a wooded vale or southwest into the central courtyard,
in each case connecting with a calm outdoor area to maintain student
focus. The exterior is brick veneer and glass, a palette drawn
directly from the original building but with variations that clearly
speak to a 21st-century vision of modernism, in contrast with the
Elementary School’s pared-down, mid-20th-century aesthetic. 
The interior palette is mostly white and light gray, with accents of
bright red matching the Achievement Prep logotype. (Readers will
doubtless note that the students’ uniforms match the building.
This obviously benefits architectural photographers, but it also is
intended to help forge a sense of community.)
        With construction costs of about $300 per square foot, this was
not a high-budget project (as a point of reference, that is about half

the budget for most of the new DC public libraries). Under these
constraints, such a project doesn’t happen without some pain.
Fairly late in the process, for example, each floor was reduced in
height by about a foot to reduce the quantity of materials needed
and the cubic feet of space to be air-conditioned and heated.
Because windows are substantially more expensive than masonry
veneer walls, the glazed area was carefully considered and reduced
several times. Almost all the red accents are simply painted.
        Yet smart planning by Studio Twenty Seven makes the most
of all this. For example, red-painted walls, when seen through
windows, can give the effect that the glass is tinted red. The use of
vinyl flooring (perhaps the cheapest decent flooring available) in
most spaces allowed for more expensive terrazzo on the grand
stair and natural-finish wood on the amphitheater portion. The
steel framing required for the building’s structure was strategically
used to create separations between areas of the central commons
and to provide visual depth, shadow lines, and interest to the 
window wall along the stair. In the entrance lobby, the diagonals
of the steel—necessary for bracing—are enhanced by the placement
of light fixtures and mechanical grilles in the ceiling and a sleek
reception desk. When window sizes were reduced to meet the
budget, Studio Twenty Seven added a subtle motif to the façade
brickwork: areas in which header bricks protrude outward about
an inch, casting shadows that break up the expanses of masonry. 
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        The project was designed to LEED Gold standards. There
aren’t any bravado sustainable features, but it is still an impressive
accomplishment especially given the budget limitations. Special
attention was paid to LEED points that relate to the character of the
spaces, such as daylighting and views out, to provide stimulation
for the students and faculty. Similarly, “bioretention facilities,” also
known as rain gardens, take care of most of the stormwater runoff,
though green roofs, which are more expensive than rain gardens,
were provided on two lower roofs that are visible from third-
floor classrooms.  
        After the new building was completed, the older building was
renovated to be the new Elementary School. The basic pre-existing
configuration was maintained, with the teachers’ “collaborative
work spaces” occupying non-standard classroom-sized spaces.
Studio Twenty Seven emphasized careful lighting in lieu of larger
windows or the originally planned architectural “subtractions.”
        The Elementary School moved into the renovated building in
fall 2016, finally unifying the campus. Achievement Prep’s students
are passing standardized tests at rates much higher than average
for DC, especially in math and science. In some cases, their test
scores match or exceed those from schools in more affluent areas, 
a ringing endorsement of the curriculum and a fulfillment of the
school’s mission. In addition, Washington Highlands now boasts
its first piece of high-design, 21st-century architecture.
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Student Commons in the Middle School, 
with grand staircase/seating in the background.

Multipurpose Room.
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One of the largest architecture firms in the world,
Perkins Eastman has scores of primary and secondary
schools in its portfolio, running the gamut from public
schools (both urban and suburban) and charter schools
to independent schools. None, however, was quite like
the project for the BASIS Independent McLean school, in
Tysons (formerly Tysons Corner), Virginia. That is because
it involved the conversion of a former commercial office
building into a pre-K-through-12 academic facility, a first
in the experience of Brian Donnelly, AIA, LEED AP,
associate principal at Perkins Eastman’s DC office.
        The three-story building was designed in the 1980s
by Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum (HOK) and originally
housed the offices of defense contractor BDM. It was one
of the earlier office buildings in Tysons, which is now the
largest commercial center in northern Virginia. Today the
building is positioned between two major corporate
headquarters: those of media giant Gannett/USA Today,
immediately to the east, and mortgage giant Freddie
Mac, to the west. The Dulles Toll Road abuts the site to
the north. 
         Parent company BASIS.ed runs 25 schools in the US—
18 in Arizona and 7 elsewhere— plus an international school
in China. Most are independent schools, meaning that they
are private but not religiously affiliated; some, including
one in DC, are public charter schools. The company was
founded in 1998 by two university professors who noted
that many international students came to college much
better prepared than their American counterparts. The
professors created a school that draws from international
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Project: BASIS Independent School,
8000 Jones Branch Drive, McLean, VA
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of Academics
Office Conversion Provides 
Unusual Setting for K-12 School
by Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP
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Grand staircase/amphitheater at the BASIS
Independent School.
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academic practices in which teachers who are “subject
experts” are given substantial freedom to teach as they
think best. Students are frequently “benchmarked” (i.e.,
tested) to be sure they are meeting global standards. This
method has been exceptionally successful, at least if one
gives credence to recent education rankings in which BASIS
schools zoom to the top both nationally and internationally.
        Approaching BASIS McLean, a visitor still might
reasonably mistake it for a corporate headquarters rather
than a school. That’s partially because one doesn’t expect
a school in this location—in fact, despite having millions
of square feet of retail and office space, Tysons had no
schools before BASIS opened—and partially because the
exterior is largely unchanged from its previous incarnation.
Even the logotype on the school’s sign is similar to those
of its neighbors, exuding a certain corporate polish. This
turns out to be the case on the interior as well, where
splashes of red (matched to the corporate logotype) and
wood liven up a mostly shades-of-gray palette. It is the
presence of the students, and of the fruits of their efforts
such as artworks displayed facing the lobby, which mark
it as a school. 
         To review the architecture of BASIS McLean, therefore,
is to review a very corporate-feeling place—corporate in
the best sense of the word, connoting the professionalism
and rigor required to attain and maintain competitiveness
at the global level. BASIS McLean has a lot in common
with classic tech industry research and office facilities, where
a certain combination of flexible-use spaces, extensive
whiteboards, and architectural rawness has become a
tried-and-true formula for promoting innovation. 
        Having decided to extend its brand into northern
Virginia, BASIS looked at numerous options before settling
on the former BDM building. “People had to believe more
than a little bit” that this conversion could work, comment-
ed BASIS CEO Ian Block, but the existing building—with
several skylit atrium spaces and a pre-existing cafeteria

and auditorium—offered bones that could serve as the,
well, basis for an excellent school facility. Moreover, the
company had identified Tysons as the optimal location, and
during its market research, had noted that the established
independent schools in the area were generally traditional
in their architectural, educational, and social character.
BASIS is not a traditional school, so the idea of a non-
traditional building wasn’t a huge leap. A central BASIS
concept is that “creative tension” is beneficial; this translated
fairly directly to the conversion of an office building into
a school.

     Perkins Eastman smartly used the east atrium as an
informal central gathering/multipurpose space, with the
grand stair at one end and the deans’ offices at the other.
This large space effortlessly and instantly became the
heart of the school. Circulation generally goes through
the atrium (at the lower level) or around the atrium (at
the upper two levels), such that students and faculty are
constantly encountering each other—and seeing through
to science labs, the deans’ offices, music rooms, and other
shared-use areas. There’s more to this than just fostering
familiarity: BASIS emphasizes mastery of subjects via a
constant “overlap-and-advance” methodology. The atrium
in general, and circulation patterns in particular, represent
an architectural match of this idea: students are constantly
repeating movements, becoming familiar with every
resource the school offers. CEO Block sees the message of
the atrium as, “It’s cool to be smart; it’s cool to learn new
things; and it’s cool to ask for help.” 
        Fortuitously, one section of the pre-existing office
building had two floors but was structured as a potential
double-height space. Perkins Eastman removed the upper
floor and made this space the gymnasium. Similarly, a
pre-existing loading dock at the lowest level converted
neatly into a separate entrance for the pre-K area. Former
open-office areas were split up into a variety of classrooms,
corridors, and support spaces. One new egress stair had
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Exterior of the renovated office building that is now the BASIS Independent School.
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to be added to comply with life safety codes, which are
more stringent for educational uses than for offices. The
exterior windows already had tinted glass vision panels
plus a sun shelf and clear transom panels. This unusual
configuration, as it turns out, is excellent for a classroom:
the sun shelves bounce daylight onto the ceiling deep
into the space, while the tinting softens views outward.
        The conversion’s biggest intervention was the
removal of escalators at the central atrium, replaced by
the grand stair that connects the main entrance (at the
middle level) with the atrium floor (at the lower level).
This kind of stair, with some areas having larger risers for
hanging out or viewing a presentation, has become fairly
common in schools and offices nowadays. (See the
accompanying article on Achievement Prep Academy, a
DC school that serves a very different population but has
a similar stair.) But that strips no power from it; at BASIS
as elsewhere, it is a magnet for people, and creates a
strong sense of place. 
        The concrete joist structure of the ceilings was
revealed and painted white, with mechanical, electrical,
and plumbing lines running exposed below. Most light
fixtures are suspended from the ceiling and are both
direct and indirect—that is, some of the light shines
downward, and some shines upward. This provides a
sense of generous ceiling height and ensures the fairly
bright yet soft light required for computer screens and
other modern devices. Sean Aiken, head of the school,
believes that these exposed systems are also educational.
He wrote in his blog, “Imagine our youngest learners
looking out the window as the cherry trees bloom, then
suddenly noticing the exposed ductwork on the ceiling.
How does water move through a tree, or a classroom, they
suddenly wonder. And do trees breathe air like we do?”
        Ultimately, noted architect Donnelly, “The building
fades into the background, with the students on the
stage, in the foreground.” This modest sentiment might
be difficult to square with the stereotype of the egocentric
architect, but it completely plays out at BASIS McLean.
The grand stair is a prominent architectural feature, of
course, and occasionally a light fixture or funky piece
of furniture grabs one’s attention. But in general, the
architecture and interiors are calm, neutral backgrounds
that allow focus on whatever subject is at hand, from
conjugation of Latin verbs to science lab experiments.
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You don’t need a telescope to find intelligent life... it’s
closer than you think. A WaterFurnace geothermal
comfort systems taps into the clean, renewable energy
found in your own backyard to provide savings of up
to 70% on heating, cooling and hot water. Contact
Shelton Cartwright or Mark Utz, your local
WaterFurnace Territory Managers, and show your
neighbors that intelligent life is right next door.

Shelton Cartwright - TM VA/DC/WV

Mark Utz - TM MD/PA/DC
shelton.cartwright@waterfurnace.com | (260) 446-9280

mark.utz@waterfurnace.com | (260) 205-0070
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In an online chat about a year ago, Tom Sietsema, the
Washington Post’s lead restaurant reviewer, was asked,
“What areas of town are the most exciting now for dining,
and offer the best choices?” For Sietsema, the answer 
was simple.
        “The only four letters you need to share,” he replied,
are “S-H-A-W.”
        He certainly had a point. In a town where restaurant
openings and closings and the careers of celebrity chefs
are now followed as closely as the ups and downs of local
sports teams and their star athletes, no neighborhood of
late has been more at the center of culinary excitement
than Shaw.
        But Shaw hasn’t just been having a moment among
local foodies—it has also been experiencing a surge in
development that is changing the area’s architectural 
texture and demographic profile.
        Long dominated by small brick Victorian row houses
and low-rise masonry-clad commercial buildings, Shaw
now features a substantial number of new residential and
mixed-use structures that rise up several stories higher,
sporting planes of metal-panel siding and large expanses
of glass. The historic Shaw and the new, emerging Shaw
now exist side by side, switching back and forth from
block to block, and in some cases within individual
blocks, creating strong juxtapositions in building style
and scale and a saw-tooth effect in the roofline that might
be jarring to some eyes, but pleasing to others.
         Some of the area’s new residential buildings, including
Bauhaus-inspired, minimalist apartment buildings
designed by Suzane Reatig, FAIA—a number of them
done for the United House of Prayer for All People, a
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neighborhood church that has been an active developer in the area—
are intended to provide affordable housing options. Other new
buildings, however, have introduced large numbers of high-priced
luxury living units and upscale retail stores into the neighborhood.
        As a result, an area historically populated by residents of
modest incomes and famous as a center of African American culture
and performing arts has in more recent years experienced an influx
of higher-income professionals. The change has frequently put
Shaw at the center of local debates over gentrification and housing
affordability. But it has also permitted architects to take on interesting
urban design challenges and stretch their architectural wings.
        Over the years, these pages have featured a number of new
and renovated building projects in Shaw. This article updates our
coverage by reviewing several recently completed and planned
projects that are contributing to the area’s ongoing evolution.

Atlantic Plumbing and Haikan
Among recently completed projects in Shaw, arguably none is
more emblematic of the area’s evolving character than the Atlantic
Plumbing development, a two-building mixed-use residential
project in Shaw’s northern end, at 8th and V streets, NW, that is
named for the plumbing supply warehouse that previously occupied
the two-parcel site. Designed by the New York-based firm

Morris Adjmi Architects (MA) with DC-based Eric Colbert &
Associates as architects of record, and built by Hitt Contracting,
Atlantic Plumbing includes a ten-story (plus penthouse), 310-unit
luxury apartment building on the north side of V Street, and a seven-
story, 62-unit high-end condominium building on the south side.
        Most of MA’s work is located in historic, industrial, and
transitioning parts of New York, including the rapidly developing
Meatpacking District in lower Manhattan—the area through which
New York’s popular High Line elevated linear park now runs.
Morris Adjmi, FAIA, MA’s founder and principal, describes his
firm as specializing in creating buildings for such areas “that are
contextual but unmistakably contemporary—buildings that may
not feel like they’ve always been there, but feel like they should
have always been there.” The firm’s work, he says, puts MA “at
the vanguard of revitalizing post-industrial neighborhoods and
historic districts with an architecture that bridges the past and the
present without reverting to historicism or relying on nostalgia.”
James Nozar of JBG Companies hired MA for the Atlantic
Plumbing project after admiring the firm’s New York work.
        In developing his design for Atlantic Plumbing, Adjmi sought
to capture some of the feeling of buildings in Brooklyn (to which
parts of Shaw are now sometimes compared) and the Meatpacking
District. The Atlantic Plumbing site, he says, reminded him of the
Williamsburg part of Brooklyn. Adjmi also wanted to avoid the
alternating, projecting bays used in many Washington residential
buildings—a feature, he says, that gives those buildings a vertically
striped look that in his view has become too repetitive here.
        Additional design inspirations, Adjmi says, were buildings
overgrown with vines that he saw out the window while riding
the train between New York and Washington, which influenced the
planting schemes for the two buildings’ rooftops and the western
side of the rental building, as well as the photography of Bernd
and Hilla Becher, a married pair of German conceptual artists
and photographers who were best known for their pictures of
industrial buildings.
        Working off these cues, Adjmi conceived the Atlantic Plumbing
buildings as rectangular residential volumes cantilevered over
street-level commercial bases, with proportions and industrial-style
detailing emphasizing the buildings’ horizontal dimensions more
than their height.
        The larger rental apartment building, which is visible from
blocks away, is framed in a visually arresting steel truss with huge,
X-shaped braces—a feature, Adjmi says, that gives the building
both scale and a relationship to industrial structures. (It also suggests
buildings one might see in a seismically active city such as Los
Angeles or San Francisco.) The truss is fashioned out of COR-TEN
steel—a material that over time will develop a desired rust-colored
patina. The combination of an exterior steel frame over a glass box
set on a masonry base makes the building a kissing cousin to 837
Washington, an MA-designed building in the Meatpacking District
that can be viewed up close from the High Line.
         The commercial spaces in the Atlantic Plumbing rental building
include a 10,000-square foot movie theater and about 9,000 square
feet of additional space, including seven subsidized artist studios
that are open to the public. The residential lobby incorporates
signs, bricks, and steel recovered from the site’s derelict buildings.
        The condominium building is called AP 2030, in reference to
its address on 8th Street. Instead of making it a smaller repeat of
the apartment building, Adjmi gave AP 2030 its own design
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identity by sheathing it in large, staggered window frames
that create a super-scaled image of a brick running bond—
a feature that references nearby brick-clad buildings while
creating floor-to-ceiling windows for building residents.
One of MA’s newest New York buildings, 70 Henry Street
in Brooklyn, is set to use a similar scheme. AP 2030 evokes
the design of industrial buildings via metal channels set
into the facades, the use of factory sash windows, and
interior details such as cork flooring in the hallways and
elevator doors that are etched in a pattern resembling that
of doors in an older commercial structure. The building
has about 4,700 square feet of street-level retail space.
        Characterizing AP 2030’s design as more restrained
than that of the larger rental building, MA says it 
“combines modern and post-industrial design elements
expressive of the neighborhood’s offbeat character.” The
building, MA says, “appeals to a more established and
mature demographic looking to be a part of this dynamic
neighborhood’s transformation.”
         One of Shaw’s newest eateries is Haikan, a ramen shop
that occupies part of the retail space in Atlantic Plumbing’s
rental building. The 2,120-square-foot restaurant, which
can seat about 55 inside and another 30 or more at a long
communal table outside, was designed by Brian Miller,
senior project designer at Edit Lab at Streetsense, a firm
located in Shaw’s Blagden Alley whose design work

includes many local eateries. The restaurant was built by
Hospitality Construction. Haikan’s owners also operate
Daikaya and Bantam King, a pair of popular Chinatown
ramen shops that Miller also designed.
        The design for Haikan—a Japanese word meaning
piping or pipework, in reference to the restaurant’s location
in the Atlantic Plumbing development—responds to the
parent building’s industrial chic design aesthetic. In
addition, Miller says, Haikan’s design is intended to pay
homage to two architectural movements that are now
disappearing—Metabolism, a Japanese take on Modernist
design that was influential from 1959 to the early 1970s,
when ramen’s popularity began to spread and the
Sapporo-style of Ramen served at Haijan was developed,
and Brutalism, a style found here in Washington that, like
some Metabolist buildings, features a starkly muscular
use of concrete. To help research his designs for Haikan
and Bantam King, Miller traveled with the restaurants’
owners to Japan’s northern island of Hokkaido, where
Sapporo is located.
        Fluted concrete blocks that were put back into 
production for the Haikan project form two of the eatery’s
interior walls, including one behind the bar counter, where
the deep flutes provide niches for bottles. The triangular
wooden coffered ceiling, which directs light and helps to
control noise, was inspired by the triangular design motif
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of the East Building of the National Gallery of Art. The coffers, like
tiles at the bar and ramen counter areas, are brightly colored in red
and yellow. The restaurant’s industrial feel is reinforced by
exposed ductwork and by large garage-style doors that allow the
space to open to the outside on nice days. The outdoor communal
table sits under a turquoise-colored steel frame that can be viewed
as a modern, abstracted version of a Japanese torii gate.

The Shay and Kyirisan
A block south of Atlantic Plumbing and Haikan, at the intersection
of 8th Street and Florida Avenue, NW, is the Shay, another new
mixed-use residential project by JBG Companies consisting of two
buildings on either side of a street (in this case, the east and west
sides of 8th Street). The project, which includes 245 rental apartments
on five floors above 28,000 square feet of retail space, was designed
by Seattle-based Miller Hull Partnership (MHP) in collaboration
with BKV Group, an architecture, engineering, interior design,
landscape architecture, and construction administration firm with
offices in Minneapolis, Chicago, and Washington, DC, which acted
as the architect of record. The contractor was Balfour Beatty.
        A primary goal for the Shay, MHP says, was “to create
authentic and distinctive architecture that transitioned between 
old and new in an emerging neighborhood.” Starting with a site
bisected by an alley and featuring a pair of historic buildings dating
to the 1870s, MHP says it “worked closely with the DC Office of
Planning and the Historic Preservation Review Board to consider a
series of design options enabling relocation of the alley and an
appropriate relationship to the historic structures. We achieved the
developer’s goal of maximizing the allowable floor area ratio
while simultaneously reaching the city’s goal of preserving and
enhancing the presence of the historic buildings.”
        The project’s central organizing principal, BKV says, “is a 
linear courtyard that connects both buildings across 8th Street
through grand stair portals on both sides of the 8th [Street]
façades. This nod to integrating the building into the urban fabric
is strengthened by the extra-wide sidewalks, which are envisioned
to be used by retailers and restaurants for enlivened pedestrian
use and activity.” The project’s industrial-style elements, MHP
says, “front the commercial street while metal-clad buildings detail
brick in a modern way as they step back toward adjacent historic
row houses.” Changes in materials and the division of the facades
into bays help to reduce the buildings’ apparent size, while 
occasional changes in window alignments enliven the design.
        Among the businesses located in The Shay is Kyirisan, an
Asian-French bistro that is another one of Shaw’s notable new eating
destinations. The 2,550-square-foot restaurant was designed by
Griz Dwight, AIA, LEED AP, principal and owner of GrizForm
Design Architects, a firm located in the Naylor Court part of Shaw
that has designed many area restaurants. It was built by Battino
Contracting Solutions.
        The restaurant’s chef and owner, Tim Ma, asked Dwight for 
a design that would differentiate Kyirisan from other eateries.
Dwight had visited Ma’s other restaurants and enjoyed how the
chef folded ingredients and flavors together, so he responded with
a design that uses folded-plane wall and ceiling panels to create an
activated, almost prismatic canopy for the space. That feature is
then balanced by more conventionally elegant details, including a
series of framed wood panels that marches down one side of the
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dining area, above a long banquette. The restaurant’s color scheme
balances cool tones of white walls and blue seat back upholstery
with warmer wood hues and neutral-toned upholstery elsewhere
in the furniture. The design, Dwight says, “complements the menu
and pays homage to Ma’s Chinese heritage and training at the
International Culinary Center.”

Channing E. Phillips Homes
A few blocks further south, at the prominent intersection of 7th
and R streets and Rhode Island Avenue, NW, is the Channing E.
Phillips Homes, a new mixed-use residential building designed by
Shalom Baranes Architects (SBA) and built by Hamel Builders.
The cleanly detailed, eight-story building includes 56 rental 
apartments and 3,100 square feet of retail space.
        “The exterior design,” SBA says, “creates a refined urban 
aesthetic with bold colored Exterior Insulation and Finish System
(EIFS) panels, metal sunshades, and a corrugated metal cornice.
Green elements provide a gentle counterpoint, including plantings
that support stormwater retention, a public outdoor courtyard
with a landscaped seating area, and multiple green roof spaces.”
        In contrast to many other new buildings in Shaw, all 56 
apartments in the Channing E. Phillips Homes are affordable
units—the first such project for SBA. The building was funded
with $18 million from the District government. Phillips was a local
civil rights leader who fought for affordable housing and social
justice. The building is next to an entrance to the Shaw/Howard
University Metro station and across the street from the Watha T.
Daniel/Shaw Public Library building.

The Dabney
Not all of the Shaw’s new restaurants are located in large mixed-use
buildings. Further south from the Channing E. Phillips Homes is
The Dabney, a new 3,800-square-foot, 75-seat restaurant in Blagden
Alley, helmed by acclaimed chef Jeremiah Langhorne, which recently
earned a Michelin star for its regionally sourced mid-Atlantic cuisine.
The restaurant’s interior, designed by Edit Lab at Streetsense and
built by Hospitality Construction, was inspired by the Langhorne
family’s long roots in the Shenandoah Valley.
        Langhorne asked for “a space that mirrored his traditional
culinary approach and conveyed a gracious atmosphere,” Edit Lab
says. Drawing from Blagden Alley’s 18th- and 19th-century design
heritage, “the space emulates a warm and inviting colonial home,
from the brick entryway to custom tabletops influenced by the
parlor floors in Jefferson’s Monticello.”
        The design was further informed by historic homes and other
buildings in Baltimore and the Washington area, and incorporates
antique elements and reclaimed materials, including wood and tin
roofing shingles. The space is anchored by the on-view kitchen’s
large, custom-built hearth, where much of the cooking takes place.
Many of the materials used were chosen for their ability to age
well and develop a pleasing patina or wear pattern from use over
the years by customers and staff.

Additional projects on the boards
Still more projects are coming soon to Shaw. Starting back in
Blagden Alley, for example, Hickok Cole Architects is designing a
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121-unit residential project consisting of two buildings linked by 
a pedestrian bridge crossing over the alley. One of the buildings
would be created by restoring and adding to a historic garage,
while the other would be entirely new. The apartments are to be
fully furnished micro-units of about 400 square feet each. The
project also includes a 940-square-foot retail space. Renderings 
of the design concept, which has been undergoing review, show
buildings clad in brick and metal paneling, with orderly arrays of
crisply punched windows.
        For a city-owned site a few blocks north, at 1336 8th Street,
Shalom Baranes Architects is designing a LEED Gold-certified

mixed-use building, to be called the Residences at City Market,
that is to include 80 residential units, 1,240 square feet for a local
church, and 6,740 square feet for other uses, including a potential
space for a restaurant. Excluding six residential units that are to be
included in townhouses along 8th Street, 30% of the residences are
to be set aside as affordable units. The project is near the large City
Market at O development for which SBA did the master plan and
the designs of several buildings.
        Several blocks further north, back at the intersection of 7th
and R streets and Rhode Island Avenue, NW, is Parcel 42, a long-
vacant city-owned site for which Dep Designs and R. McGhee
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and Associates are now designing a seven-story mixed-use building
with 118 rental apartments and 8,000 square feet of neighborhood-
serving retail. Most of the apartments are to be family-sized, and
30% are to be set aside as affordable units. A rendering of the
design concept shows a horizontally oriented rectangular building
cantilevered over a smaller base, somewhat like the Atlantic
Plumbing buildings a few blocks further north, but with detailing
that is less industrial and more sleekly modern. The site will also
include a public park.
        A bit further north, at the intersection of T and Wiltberger
streets, NW—not far from the Atlantic Plumbing site where this

survey began—PGN Architects is designing a new seven-story
mixed-use building that at last report is to include 59 to 79 
residential units and 7,420 square feet of retail space. The site
faces Ellington Plaza, with its lively statue of Duke Ellington,
and is across Wiltberger Street from the Howard Theatre, an
important local landmark.
         PGN’s project will incorporate four small existing brick buildings
at 608-618 T Street along its front, creating a challenge of 
developing a design for the new, taller part of the building that
doesn’t overwhelm or humiliate the four existing structures.
PGN has responded with a scheme that sets the project’s new
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Rendering of 1336 8th Street, NW, 
as seen from O Street, NW.
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upper floors back from the older buildings and shapes the new
façade with a tower on one side and a folded-glass plane on the
other, so as to softly frame or shelter the historic structures.
        As a building that combines modestly scaled, brick-clad 
historic structures with a glassy new residential tower, PGN’s
project can be viewed as a microcosm of the changes now taking
place in Shaw, making it a fitting end to this snapshot of a 
rapidly developing part of Washington.
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Rendering of project for Parcel 42. Courtesy of Ditto Residential
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Renderings of the project for the corner of 
T and Wiltberger streets, NW.

Renderings © PGN Architects and Monument Realty
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Young urbanites have been flocking to the rapidly gentrifying Shaw
neighborhood for its generous supply of small and often neglected
row houses, which provide opportunities to break into Washington’s
expensive real estate market. Emerging from freed slave encampments
following the Civil War, Shaw began modestly. Unlike other areas of
the city such as Logan or Dupont circles that boasted grand residences
of the city’s elite, Shaw’s smaller homes originally often sheltered
poor or working class African Americans. Today, young families
and single professionals are bringing new life to the unassuming
dwellings that have survived decades of hard times.

        Shaw contains quite a few wood-frame row houses, which are
relatively rare in DC, having been outlawed in the 1870s in an effort
to minimize the risk of spreading fires. The two historic houses
featured in this article—both modestly sized wood-frame dwellings
set back from the building lines of adjacent brick structures—were
recently renovated to suit their owners’ need for greater and more
useful space. One was expanded through an enclosed addition,
while the other gained breathing room primarily through the 
integration of outdoor space.  
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Making Room
Two Modest Houses Take Differing Paths 
to Greater Living Space by Denise Liebowitz

Making Room Front yard of the renovated 
Fifth and S House.

Entry area of the 
Fifth and S House.

Photo © Colleen Healey
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Linking Parts to Make 
a Better Whole
“This was the ninth offer we made trying to buy a house,” said
Colleen Gove Healey who, with her husband, Jonathan Healey—
both newly minted architects at the time—purchased the property
in 2009. “It was a difficult market, we were on a budget, and we
knew we wanted something that needed some elbow grease.” The
Healeys credit their real estate agent, Sheryl Barnes, with helping
them figure out the financing.  
        The object of their sweat equity was a small, dark, wood-
frame house constructed in 1864. Colleen, now a principal with
McInturff Architects, explained that the house was in very bad
condition, “but we could roll the renovation costs into our mort-
gage, and best of all it was semi-detached—we knew with a semi-
detached structure we could somehow get air and light into it.”
The house was only 14 feet wide, but it was a mere two blocks
from the Metro, and it was set well back from the street, giving
them a front garden—a luxury for a small budget in the city.
Another bonus was the shell of an old carriage house at the rear of
the property that they could incorporate into their living space. 
        “We wanted a house for the dog and kids still to come,” said
Colleen, but starting out it was just the two of them and a posse of
friends who pitched in to make the place habitable. Jonathan, who
teaches at George Washington University’s Corcoran School of
Arts and Design and is the design director of a tech company, gave

most of the architecture credit to his wife. “Colleen was lead here;
she drove the vision and kept track of the budget.” They both
agreed it was Jonathan who made sure Colleen’s vision was execut-
ed. After about seven months of renovation, they moved in. “It
was livable, but just,” Jonathan recalled, and they were still doing
finishing touches several years later. 
        At some time in the past, a one-story “hyphen” had been built
to link the carriage house to the original house. The couple demol-
ished the crumbling connector and attached the carriage building
to the main house via a long hall running the length of the second
floor. Now on the ground level of the old carriage structure is a
375-square-foot in-law suite and above that in the main house is a
third bedroom.
        To capture an additional slice of green space and the natural
light flooding in from generous skylights and windows that reach
to the floor. When they started to dig into the side wall they quickly
discovered that the entry had been in that location when the house
was originally built. 
        Two elements dominate the interior: an oversized stair that
feels like a surprisingly grand gesture in the 1,700-square-foot
house, and the natural light flooding in from windows that reach
to the floor and generous skylights. “It was our one piece of opu-
lence,” said Colleen, speaking of the stair. “It’s a big vertical con-
nection in a double-height space and we use it in so many ways.”
Their young daughter liked to read in the stairway window that
overlooks the side courtyard and sit on the bottom step that peeks
out into the kitchen while putting on her shoes.
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Project: Fifth & S House,
Washington, DC

Architects/Designers/Contractors: Colleen Gove Healey, 
Jonathan Healey
Structural Engineers: Neubauer Consulting Engineers

     
   

    
   

Living/dining area of the 
Fifth and S House.
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        The interior materials and finishes reflect the cost-conscious
budget and the homeowners’ design-savvy instincts. Kitchen cabinets
are from Ikea and a friend helped create concrete countertops; a
sleek gas fireplace was purchased at a deep discount. The floors are
salvaged 5-1/2-inch-wide ash planks refinished in a country white
stain, and original brick walls, some still with the paint remnants
from long-ago occupants, appear in several rooms. Upstairs, in the
master bath, a luxurious solid marble sink is paired with a flea-
market mirror Colleen happened across while still in high school. 
        “We bought and renovated this house in the economic down-
turn,” said Colleen. “My boss was totally supportive and realized
that, as I was experimenting with my own place, I was becoming
better able to help our firm’s clients, many of whom were looking
for affordable solutions themselves.”  
        After four years of renovation and adding a dog and two
babies to their tribe, Colleen and Jonathan finally finished the
house and sold it last year. Their new home—a four-square kit
house in Chevy Chase DC—is smaller than their Shaw house and
they are busy preparing their next big renovation project. 
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Side façade of the Fifth and S House. Photo © Colleen Healey
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Capturing Outdoor Space 
in a Dense Setting
Not far away from the Healeys’ house, an even smaller wood-
frame row house also built in the mid-19th century was about to
get a makeover of its own. Encompassing only 1,300 square feet,
the modest house in desperate need of TLC was just what Mitchell
O’Brien was looking for when he purchased it in 2011. “I really
like Shaw with its blend of modern and industrial and also that a
renovation of an older home [in this area] would not be encum-
bered with historic preservation approvals,” he said. A native of
Australia, O’Brien wanted plenty of outdoor living space that only
a house with garden could give him.
        Like the Healeys’ home, this house was set back further from
the street than all the other row houses on the block. According to
Matthew Compton, AIA, LEED AP, of Foundry Architects, “We
really wanted to complete the street wall and line up the front
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Project: Court House,
Washington, DC

Architects: Foundry Architects
Landscape Architects: Green Room DC; Acclaim Home Services
Structural Engineers: Skarda and Associates
MEP Engineers: SAH Design Group
Steel “Screen” Fabricators: G. Krug & Son
General Contractor: Primos Contractors

   ley

Kitchen of the Court House, with rear porch beyond.

Rear façade of the Court House.

Photo © Stacy Zarin Goldberg

Photo © Stacy Zarin Goldberg
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façade with those of the adjoining houses.” Compton found a
way to turn the quirky setback to his client’s advantage by creating
an entry court that functions as an extension of the interior living
space. Used for outdoor dining, the entry court is protected from
street traffic by a luxuriant hedge while another cascade of
greenery tumbles from the neighbor’s adjacent wall. The façade
design features sinewy steel ribbons that control sunlight, ensure
privacy, and align with the adjoining building fronts. 
        For homeowner O’Brien, the protected courtyard space
gives him just the right level of “perceived” outdoor privacy. 
“I can hear street sounds and know that I am in a city without
living in a bubble.”
        To assess the fluidity and whimsy of this inventive brise
soleil, or sunscreen, Foundry Architects built several models
before taking the final one to a Baltimore workshop to ensure
that each steel ribbon was torqued precisely. The installation was
equally meticulous, with the Foundry design team directing the
placement of the individual steel elements to protect the façade
of the house from high-angle summer sun while still admitting
low-angle winter light. 
        On the interior, the original transverse stair effectively
divided the living space in half. The architects relocated the stair
to the side so that the entry court opens to the living area and
flows into the dining space and kitchen and beyond, giving the
client his desired open floor plan. At the back of the house,
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Rear porch of the Court House. Photo © Stacy Zarin Goldberg

Front dining court, which gives the 
Court House its name.

Photo © Stacy Zarin Goldberg
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Front façade of the Court House 
with ornamental screen.
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Foundry created a spacious screened porch that extends the
kitchen and dining areas and functionally increases the use of
the house’s small footprint with minimal cost. The screens and
their decorative steel security bars are hinged to fold back and
completely open the space to the garden.
        While the renovation added only a few hundred square feet
to the original house, upstairs the original layout of two bedrooms
and one bath was expanded to three bedrooms and two baths by
building above the new ground-floor porch. The rear wall of the
back bedroom has been pulled out with a contemporary take on
a bay window to provide more light and views and add a bit of
additional space. Drawing in natural light above the stair is a
large skylight and right next to that is a clerestory window
extending up through the roofline. Equipped with a fan, the
motorized clerestory can be opened to pull in breezes and 
provide ventilation throughout the house. 
        Downstairs, the porcelain tile of the walkway and steps
leading from the street to the house continues in an uninterrupted
flow into the entry court dining area, through the downstairs
living spaces, and out onto the screened porch. The kitchen is
equipped with budget-friendly Ikea cabinets with custom fronts
crafted by a local millworker. The interior reflects O’Brien’s 
preference for a contemporary black-and-white palette. 
        “If I do another project, it will definitely be with Foundry,”
said the homeowner. “First of all, they listened, and they have a
great eye for style. They definitely designed for function, but
form was never far behind.”
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Dining room of the Court House. Photo © Stacy Zarin Goldberg

Upstairs landing of the Court House. Photo © Stacy Zarin Goldberg

ArchDC Spring 2017.qxp_Spring 2017  2/22/17  2:56 PM  Page 88



ArchDC Spring 2017.qxp_Spring 2017  2/22/17  2:56 PM  Page 89



ArchDC Spring 2017.qxp_Spring 2017  2/22/17  2:56 PM  Page 90



ArchDC Spring 2017.qxp_Spring 2017  2/22/17  2:56 PM  Page 91



Aesop, a high-end skincare brand from Australia with a
cult-like following, designs its stores to stop you in your
tracks, and each one does it in a different way. In New
York’s Grand Central Terminal, the Aesop kiosk is made
from 1,800 torn copies of the The New York Times; in Paris,
shelving made of perfectly aligned rows of hand-
wrought iron nails recalls the industrial workshops of the
old rue Tiquetonne neighborhood; in Oslo, white fiberglass
domes create a wintry Nordic landscape; and in Kyoto,
salvaged metal pipes and lights previously used on
Japanese fishing boats are the focus. 
        From its beginning 30 years ago, the Aesop brand
has consistently demonstrated an authentic commitment
to serious architecture, sustainable design, local materials,
and cultural and historic context. Each of the company’s
more than 60 stores around the globe is located in a
neighborhood chosen for its special interest, and a leading
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Project: Aesop Shaw,
1924 8th Street, NW, Washington, DC

Architects: David Jameson Architects
Brass Metalworkers: Triton Metals, Inc.
General Contractor: Madden CCI

Aesop’s Fabulous
Rigorous Elegance 
Marks Shaw Skincare Shop
by Denise Liebowitz

Aesop’s Fabulous

Aesop shop as seen from the street. Central counter with display 
shelves in the background.
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architect, usually from the immediate area, is commissioned to
draw design inspiration from the surrounding physical, social, and
aesthetic landscapes. 
        The Aesop “Taxonomy of Design” microsite pays lyric tribute
to the creative process, materials, and designers that shape the
company’s retail spaces, and quotes legendary artists, poets, and
philosophers on the nature of beauty and its role in our lives.
While one might cast a jaundiced eye on such odes to art in most
commercial ventures, in this case, Aesop actually “walks the walk.”
Each store is uniquely inventive, reflects the work of a serious
architect, and employs best-quality materials. 
        “I knew right away we hit the nail on the head,” said architect
David Jameson, FAIA, recalling the reaction his design submission
received from his Aesop clients in Melbourne. He explained that, as
it does with each new retail outlet, the Aesop team invited proposals
from architects for its new store in Shaw, the go-to destination for
DC’s trend-setting millennials. The architect Aesop selected would
have to produce a clean, modern design that captured the distinctive
spirit of this part of the city.
        “I really wanted to drill into the DNA of Shaw’s African-
American musical history for this project,” said Jameson. He noted
that from the early part of the 20th century, the Dunbar, Lincoln, and
Howard theaters were the soul of musical creativity in Washington,
where jazz greats such as Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie
Holiday, and Louis Armstrong performed. In his design Jameson
sought to evoke the jazz music of the past as well as the musical
tradition that continues today in nearby venues such as the 9:30
Club, the Black Cat, and U Street Music Hall.  
        In Jameson’s design, the interior is framed by clear-coated
brass shelving that hints at jazz-age saxophones and trumpets,

lined with translucent drum skins of handmade paper. The backlit
drum skins and metal shelves together form a linear, rhythmic pattern
intended to suggest a musical staff. Precisely placed bottles and
jars—all in Aesop’s signature amber glass—punctuate the lines and
spaces of the staff almost like musical notes on a score. The architect
points out that the drum skins inserted within the shelving are
positioned to evoke the kinetic gestures of jazz artists who were
not able to read or write music in the conventional sense. The
gleam of brass, the gently lit drum skins, and dark amber glass
infuse the shop with a soothing glow.  
        All Aesop stores have some variant of a freestanding sink
for use in product demonstration. In Jameson’s interior, a large
Japanese oak case stained black and containing a dark steel
basin with antique water taps commands the center of the space.
Floors of polished grey concrete and hand-plastered walls in the
same color provide a muted backdrop to showcase Aesop’s skin
care products, and a high-design lounge chair completes the
minimalist design. The resulting aura is one of serene respite
and pharmaceutical cleanliness.
        “Aesop was such an interesting client,” Jameson reported.
“They gave me a very limited brief, mostly just outlining the
required amount of product display space. Beyond that, I had free
rein. They understood that material authenticity has to resonate
throughout the project.” The high quality and no-expense-spared
materials that customers see in the store assure them of the integrity
of the products on sale. 
        And to the great satisfaction to Jameson, Aesop is a stickler for
maintaining the pristine order of its retail interiors. “They keep the
space so serene nothing is ever allowed to screw up your design.”
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Shop interior.

Example of jazz musical notation 
that inspired the shelving design.
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Detail of Aesop shop shelf design.
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